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Abstract 
Language socialization is a life-long process in which individuals are 
continuously socialized into new roles, statuses, and practices. This process becomes 
more complex in multilingual contexts. However, we know little of the language 
socialization of older adults and we know even less of minority-speaking elders' 
experiences of linguistic marginalization in contemporary communicative milieus.  
In this ethnographic and discourse-analytic study, I examine the language 
socialization of non-Mandarin-speaking elderly Taiwanese women in senior adult 
education programs in a rural township in Taiwan. Through examining autobiographical 
narratives, master narratives about elders, and classroom discourses, this study explores 
the historical construction of their sociolinguistic marginalization and their negotiation 
and resistance of such marginalization.  
The majority of the elderly women were denied education when they were young. 
Some received Japanese education during the Japanese colonization period. While the 
uneducated and illiterate elders have a strong aspiration for learning, they are dismissed 
as "unable to learn" by their teachers, peer students, and community leaders. By contrast, 
the Japanese literate exhibit a strong learning identity associated with colonial modernity. 
These two groups, however, have to contend with the social stereotype associated with 
their non-Mandarin speaking status.  
Under a Mandarin-only ideology that links Mandarin with modernity, discourses 
that have actively mobilized the category of ―illiterate‖ to reference the older population 
are part and parcel of Taiwan‘s modern identity. By demonstrating how these women are 
treated, in official discourses and in classroom interactions, as children for their lack of 
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Mandarin abilities, I argue that the literacy education that set out to ―compensate‖ these 
women for their earlier lack of educational opportunity has paradoxically reinforced their 
marginalization. Further, in recent years, they have become even more marginalized as 
the government has prioritized the education of recent young female marriage immigrants 
from Southeast Asia, who are considered in charge of educating the ―future sons and 
daughters of Taiwan.‖  
This research demonstrates how language socialization is a contested and life-
long process and calls attention to the effects of language ideologies on literacy and 
language education. The findings have policy implications for improving literacy and 
language education both within Taiwan and elsewhere in the world. 
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To my dear grandmother, Wu Fen (1917-2007)
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Chapter 1 
Introduction  
This dissertation investigates the sociolinguistic marginalization experienced by 
minority-speaking elders in Taiwan historically and in the present era. In particular, I 
examine elderly women‘s marginality with regard to education, language, and literacy, 
from the late nineteenth century to the present, as it has been shaped by Japanese 
colonization, Chinese Nationalists‘ (Kuomintang or KMT) authoritarian rule, 
democratization, and the recent regional and global integration. Some of these elders 
received basic Japanese education during the colonization, and the majority, mostly 
women, are uneducated. They are sociolinguistically marginalized in contemporary 
Taiwan because they do not speak Mandarin, a language that had not been spoken in 
Taiwan prior to 1945 when the KMT took over Taiwan from the Japanese  after World 
War II, but became and has remained the dominant language ever since. The KMT‘s 
immediate aggressive implementation of Mandarin-only policy, together with the 
banning of Japanese and all local languages, created new orders of indexicality 
(Silverstein, 1998, 2003), or new rankings of languages, that marginalize and stigmatize 
the pre-war generations and their languages. As the younger generations learn to speak 
Mandarin, they are ―left behind‖ speaking language(s) of ―the past.‖ These historical 
subjects, now in their senior years, have been faced with communicative dilemmas and 
identity struggles that deserve scholarly and policy attention.   
Taiwanese elders‘ sociolinguistic marginalization is characterized by what 
Blommaert (2005) calls ―historical displacement,‖ in which ―orders of indexicality 
dramatically changed due to historical circumstances, thus creating opportunities for 
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voice but simultaneously causing problems of voice for those who did not ‗move along‘ 
with the change, those who still spoke in the ‗old‘ regime‖ (p. 78). Minority-speaking 
elders‘ linguistic predicament is not unique to Taiwan. Similar situations abound, for 
example, in indigenous communities around the world, and in other places characterized 
by language shift to the current dominant language. However, studies on historically 
displaced populations‘ linguistic dilemmas are strikingly rare (with the exception of 
Blommaert, 2005; Lin, 2009).
1
 They nonetheless appear in research on language 
documentation or in language revitalization movement in which they are treated as 
transmitters or reservoirs of a dying or endangered language. While this line of research 
is important in its own right (however, see Cameron, 2007; Duchene & Heller, 2007; Hill 
2002; Mufwene, 2002 for critiques of discourses of endangerment), it fetishizes the 
cognitive-intellectual side of language while erasing the social embeddedness of its 
speakers (Cameron, 2007). Their focus is on language, not on the elderly minority 
speakers. This dissertation calls for a shift of focus to these elders‘ linguistic dilemmas 
and identity challenges brought about by their participation in contemporary 
communicative milieus. As social interactions are language-mediated, questions such as 
the following beg answers: How are the minority-speaking elders socialized and re-
socialized over their life course under different language regimes? How do they make 
sense of their changing sociolinguistic statuses which fluctuate with sociopolitical, 
historical contingencies? What effects do the changing language policies and associated 
language ideologies have on their daily lives and self-identity?  
                                                 
1
 In contrast, sociolinguistic inequality associated with ―geographic displacement‖ (Blommaert, 2005) has 
been the focus of study in a large body of literature in sociolinguistics, linguistic anthropology, education, 
and other allied fields (e.g. Duff, 2002; Gonzalez & Arnot-Hopffer, 2003; Jimenez, 2000; Pon, Goldstein, 
& Schecter, 2003; Rymes & Pash, 2001; Toohey, 1996; Tsai & Garcia, 2000; Willett, 1995).   
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Studies by language socialization scholars have shown that language plays an 
important role as a tool and outcome of socialization (Heath, 1983; Miller, 1982, 1986; 
Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986; Watson-Gegeo & Gegeo, 1986). A wealth of literature since 
the inception of this field in the 1980s has contributed to our understanding of how 
children and other novices acquire tacit knowledge of social order and cultural beliefs 
through exposure to and engagement in language-mediated interactions (Ochs, 1986, see 
also Garrett & Baquedano-Lopez, 2002; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986 for extensive reviews). 
In recent years, a growing body of literature in this paradigm has begun to examine 
language socialization in linguistically and culturally heterogeneous settings (Garrett & 
Baquedano-Lopez, 2002). However, one striking gap in the literature pertains to older 
individuals. The majority of the studies focus on the language socialization of children. 
We know next to nothing about the language socialization of elders. My dissertation 
amends this omission by examining the consequences of Taiwanese elders‘ past language 
socialization and the re-socialization processes in their participation in senior adult 
education programs. 
Language conveys meanings not only through its referential meanings. Any 
utterance is saturated with social, cultural, and historical meanings, or ―voice‖ in a 
Bakhtinian sense (Bakhtin, 1981), a notion that has been amply discussed in the language 
ideology literature that has developed alongside with language socialization (Kroskrity, 
2000; Schieffelin, Woolard, & Kroskrity, 1998). Language difference may index, or may 
be used to constitute or reinforce, the boundaries of other social categories such as gender, 
class, ethnicity, nationality, and generation (Irvine & Gal, 2000), creating social 
inequality. In multilingual contexts, language ideologies tend to come to the fore in 
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language socialization processes. The conceptual and methodological perspectives on 
language ideology have provided a sharpened analytical tool for investigating language 
socialization in multilingual settings.  
Drawing from theoretical and methodological perspectives from language 
socialization and language ideology, this ethnographic and discourse-analytic study 
examines the identity and communicative challenges brought about by Taiwanese 
minority-speaking elders‘ participation in contemporary communicative milieus. In 
particular, I explore how they make sense of their participation in senior adult classes 
which were available in recent years. Through examining autobiographical narratives, 
master narratives about elders, and classroom discourses, this study explores the 
historical construction of sociolinguistic marginalization of Taiwanese elders and their 
negotiation and resistance of such marginalization.  
I conducted three-month preliminary research in the summer of 2004 and twelve-
month fieldwork between 2005 and 2006 in Sunset Mountain, a fictitious name for a 
township in northern Taiwan with a population of 7000. With the outward migration of 
younger generations to cities, the town is nicknamed ―aging town‖ by the locals. 
Residents aged over 65 increased from 3.62% in the early 1950s to 16.55% in 2005, 
compared to the national proportion of 9.74% in 2005. The elders mainly speak Hoklo, a 
variety of Chinese that has been systematically suppressed in Taiwan since the Japanese 
colonization. Some of them understand Mandarin or are bilingual in Japanese and Hoklo. 
The illiteracy rate is around 11% in 2004 (compared to the national rate of 2.84%). 
I followed two focal female elders, Meiyue and Jinglan, born in 1933 and 1939 
respectively, through the elderly classes (e.g. Tai-chi, singing, Mandarin, Japanese, tea 
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song singing) and observed their interactions with younger family members in their 
homes. Meiyue had five years of Japanese education; Jinglan is uneducated. I also 
interviewed their family members, other elders, teachers, government officials. 
Altogether, I collected 86 hours of audio-recorded interviews with 50 participants, 90 
hours of audio-recorded class observations, 91 hours of audio- and/or video-recorded 
home observations, and 702 pages of field notes. 
The remainder of this introductory chapter is organized as follows. First, I present 
the theoretical perspectives that frame this work. Next, I discuss the aging demography 
and review aging studies in Taiwan. I also discuss senior adult education in this section.  
I then present the prelude to my dissertation – a study I conducted with my grandmother 
(Lin, 2009), and how it leads to the present study. The chapter concludes with a roadmap 
to chapters that follow.  
 
Theoretical Framework  
My dissertation primarily draws on and contributes to the theorization of language 
socialization in complex, multilingual society. The study is informed by two interrelated 
strands of literature: language socialization and language ideology.  
As a subfield in linguistic anthropology, the paradigm of language socialization 
highlights a relatively new area of inquiry that attempts to synthesize the study of child 
language acquisition and the study of socialization in various disciplines (Heath, 1983; 
Miller, 1982, 1986; Ochs & Schieffelin, 1986; Watson-Gegeo & Gegeo, 1986). The 
notion of language socialization is predicated on two assumptions of language: that 
language use is culturally patterned and that language is an important tool in socialization. 
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Thus the study of language socialization concerns two major areas: ―both socialization 
through the use of language and socialization to use language‖ (Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986, 
p. 163). The goal of such a focus is to understand how ―children and other novices in 
society acquire tacit knowledge of principles of social order and systems of beliefs 
(ethno-theories) through exposure to and participation in language-mediated interactions‖ 
(Ochs, 1986, p. 2). Through meticulous documentation of naturally-occurring interactions 
between caregivers and children and ethnographic fieldwork, research in this paradigm 
examines recurrent discursive features and then links the micro-analytic analyses of 
discourse to more general ethnographic accounts of cultural beliefs and practices of the 
families and communities into which children are socialized (Miller & Hoogstra, 1992; 
Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986). 
Traditional studies of language socialization tend to closely follow children in 
interactions with caregivers at home in monolingual monocultural environments (with the 
exception of Heath 1983). Recently, research in this paradigm has begun to examine 
linguistically and culturally heterogeneous settings characterized by bilingualism, 
multilingualism, and language shift (e.g., Augsburger, 2004; Baquedano-Lopez, 2000, 
2004; Fader, 2001, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009; Fung & Liang, 2008, 2009; Howard, 2008, 
2009; Kulick, 1992; Lo, 2006, 2009a, 2009b; Lo & Howard, 2009; Meek, 2001; Messing, 
2003, 2007; Paugh, 2001; Rindstedt & Aronsson, 2002; Romero, 2003; Sandel, 2003; 
Sandel, Chao, & Liang, 2006).  
Language ideologies tend to come to the fore in multilingual contexts (Garrett & 
Baquedano-Lopez, 2002). While cultural belief systems about language and language 
use(r) have always been the central concern in the language socialization paradigm, the 
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conceptual and methodological perspectives on language ideology that have developed 
alongside with language socialization in the past two decades (see Irvine & Gal, 2000; 
Kroskrity, 2000; Silverstein 1979; Woolard, 1998) have provided a sharpened analytical 
tool for investigating language socialization in multilingual settings.  
To begin with, language ideology is people‘s beliefs, values, and ideas about 
language, its speakers, and language use. It is not the same as language attitude that has 
been researched extensively in social psychology (Baker, 1992; Giles, Hewstone, Ryne, 
& Johnson, 1987) and in language teaching and language acquisition.  In language 
ideology research, the intrapersonal attitude is recast as a ―socially derived, 
intellectualized or behavioral ideology akin to Bourdieu‘s ‗habitus‘‖ (Woolard, 1998, p. 
16). The goal is not only to describe what conceptions people have toward language, 
language use and language users, but also to interpret why people have such attitudes, 
under what sociohistorical conditions they are formed, and/or how they are connected to 
structure of power.  
Woolard (1998) broadly defined language ideology as ―representations, whether 
explicit or implicit, that construe the intersection of language and human beings in a 
social world‖ (p. 3). Scholars, however, differ in their stances toward viewing language 
ideology as neutral/descriptive/representational or language ideology as sociopolitically 
interested (Woolard, 1998). From the more neutral stance, language ideology is defined 
as ―shared bodies of common sense notions about the nature of language in the world‖ 
(Rumsey, 1990, p. 346). From a critical approach, Irvine (1989) defined language 
ideology as ―the cultural system of ideas about social and linguistic relationships, 
together with their loading of moral and political interests‖ (p. 255). Errington (2000) 
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referred to language ideology as ―the situated, partial, and interested character of 
conceptions and uses of language‖ (p. 115). To Silverstein (1979), language ideology is 
―sets of beliefs about language articulated by users as a rationalization or justification of 
perceived language structure and use‖ (p. 193). In Taiwan‘s case, the changing ideologies 
associated with language policies in different political regimes have to be viewed as 
sociopolitically interested.  
Despite the divergence of stance, scholars converge in a constellation of 
interconnected premises regarding language ideology. First, language ideologies are not 
only about language. They are interconnected with meaning systems in other arenas of 
life, for example, nationality, personhood, aesthetics, identity, tradition, emotion, gender, 
development, modernity, and so on. For example, they are linked to personal identity 
construction in narratives (Koven, 2001, 2007; Miller, Fung, & Mintz, 1996; Miller, 
Sandel, Liang, & Fung, 2001). 
A second important insight in the language ideology literature is its attention to 
the relationship between language differences or differentiation and social inequality. 
Language differences may index, or may be used to constitute or reinforce, the 
boundaries of other social categories such as gender, ethnicity, nationality, class, and last 
but not least, generation (Irvine & Gal, 2000). Dominant ideologies often become 
successful through ―misrecognition‖ (Bourdieu, 1991), a process through which both 
mainstream and minority speakers come to view the mainstream variety as inherently 
more desirable, both by mainstream and minority speakers. For example, Hoklo-speaking 
elders in Taiwan also view Mandarin as more cultured than Hoklo. As such, 
misrecognition becomes one of the key mechanisms through which ―symbolic 
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domination‖ of minority speakers is achieved (Miller, Koven, & Lin, in press). Language 
ideologies thus contribute to the production and re-production of social inequalities and 
prejudices and are consequential for people‘s emotion, affiliation, identity, and life 
opportunities, etc. (Hill, 1995; Koven, 2001) and on society-level language shift 
(Tsitsipis, 1998). 
Third, language ideologies are multiple and contentious in the society and within 
individuals. Multiplicity of language ideology lies along the lines of such social divisions 
as gender, class, and generations, and has potential for conflicts and contentions. They 
appear rational and commonsensical but are never monolithic and stable. They are 
susceptible to alternative ideologies‘ challenges. For example, in recent years, Hoklo has 
been re-presented as iconically linked to fashion and pop culture, coexisting with the 
image of the uneducated and uncultured – a legacy of the Mandarin-only policy. Current 
research also recognizes struggles among conflicting ideologies within individuals on 
different occasions (Gal, 1993; Urciuoli, 1996). 
Lastly, language ideologies are not timeless or natural. They arise in historical 
contingencies and are naturalized through semiotic processes (Irvine & Gal, 2000). 
Attending to history allows for the extrication of semiotic and social processes of 
ideological formation. Without this level of historical analysis, we can only see the 
description of certain speakers‘ attitude toward language and the mapping of certain 
varieties of speaking unto certain groups of people. Only seen from historical perspective 
can we see the sociopolitical aspect of otherwise naturalized, taken-for-granted ideas or 
practices of language use. This is particularly crucial in dealing with historically-
displaced populations‘ experiences of sociolinguistic inequality. Blommaert (1999) 
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underscores the need to attend to historical factors: ―Behind every instance of violence, 
conflict, oppression or injustice, there is a history of violence, conflict, oppression or 
injustice. A study of language which aims at dealing adequately with power has to rely on 
the precise identification of conditions, actors, structures and patterns, over time and 
resulting in intertexualities for power and power effects‖ (p. 8). 
With regard to the notion that language ideology is naturalized in historical 
process, several methodological tools are useful to identify language ideologies. First, 
Irvine & Gal (2000) identified three semiotic processes by which people construct 
ideological representations of linguistic difference: iconicity, recursivity, erasure. 
Iconization involves  
a transformation of the sign relationship between linguistic features (or varieties) 
and the social images with which they are linked. Linguistic features that index 
social groups or activities appear to be iconic representations of them as if a 
linguistic feature somehow depicted or displayed a social group‘s inherent nature 
or essence. This process entails the attribution of cause and immediate necessity 
to a connection (between linguistic features and social groups) that maybe only 
historical, contingent, or conventional. (Irvine and Gal, 2000, p. 37) 
 
For example, in some community ideologies, ―the ‗simple folk‘ might be characterized 
iconically by ‗plain speech,‘ in contrast to the ‗ornate‘ speech of another social stratum‖ 
(Woolard, 1998, p. 19). Such an iconic process gives rise to two other processes.  
Recursivity involves the process in which ―an opposition salient in one level is projected 
onto other levels of a linguistic and social relationship‖ (Woolard, 1998, p. 19).  
The third semiotic process is erasure. It is the process ―in which ideology, in 
simplifying the sociolinguistic field, renders some persons or activities (or sociolinguistic 
phenomena) invisible. Facts that are inconsistent with the ideological scheme either go 
unnoticed or get explained away‖ (Irvine and Gal, 2000, p. 38). For example, Taiwanese 
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elders‘ Japanese ability, iconically associated with ―slave mentality‖ cultured in the 
colonial education, is rendered invisible in postwar Taiwan. The Japanese educated elders 
are conflated with the uneducated as illiterate. With this scheme of semiotic processes in 
mind, researchers have a tool to identify ideologies that might otherwise be naturalized, 
and taken-for-granted (Gal, 1998). 
In addition to the three semiotic processes, implicit metapragmatic cues and 
contextualization cues provide a window for researchers to see language ideology at work 
and thus infer it from linguistic activities or practices (see Lucy, 1993; Mertz, 1985; 
Silverstein, 1993). For example, reported speech and mock form of language are two of 
such implicit metapragmatic cues that have been a fruitful context to study language 
ideology (Hill, 2001; Koven, 2001, 2007).  
Furthermore, as language ideology is rooted in historical contingencies, personal 
or national history, government document, institution document, census data are also 
sources for identifying language ideologies (e.g. Blackledge, 2002; Gal, 1993; Heller, 
2002; Sandel, 2003).  
Deeply influenced by the recent conceptualization of language ideology, the 
literature on language socialization in multilingual settings scrutinizes the multiple and 
often contested linguistic ideologies and identities that are negotiated and enacted 
wittingly or unwittingly in everyday linguistic exchanges. Scholars examine how macro-
level dominant linguistic ideologies are produced and reproduced on the micro-level in 
the interactions that take place in various socialization contexts, such as family, work, 
and school.  
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In some cases, language practices linked with dominant language ideologies lead to 
language shift. Kulick‘s (1992, 1998) landmark study in the small village of Gapun in 
Papua New Guinea presents a rare case of an ongoing process of language shift. Despite 
their strong attachment to their own language, bilingual or multilingual parents 
unwittingly socialized their children into acquiring only one language – Tok Pisin. A 
recent study on the Zapotec community in Mexico, Augsburger (2004) showed a 
different language socialization practice that had the same unintended result – language 
shift. With the development of strong pro-Zapotec ideologies, parents attempted to 
sequence children‘s acquisition of Zapotec and Spanish in order to create their children‘s 
bilingualism. However, the practical realities of the family and the community and the 
competing ideologies kept this strategy from producing the intended result. Instead, there 
was a steady shift to Spanish.      
In other cases, parents are often conflicted between competing ideologies and tend 
to choose to speak to their children in the dominant language to facilitate children‘s 
school learning and social mobility, which play into the process of language shift (Meek, 
2001; Messing, 2003; Paugh, 2001; Rindstedt & Aronsson, 2002).  
However, while such studies have focused almost exclusively on the impact of 
language shift on the enculturation of children, my dissertation calls for attention to 
elders, who have lived through language shift and are ―left behind‖ in the language of the 
―past.‖ In other words, my dissertation explores how language socialization embodies a 
life-span perspective. This is a much-needed extension because in Taiwan and many 
other societies, these historically-displaced, linguistically marginalized populations have 
lived through silent and silenced lives that deserve our attention to hear their untold 
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stories (Miller, Koven, & Lin, in press) and to understand their (linguistic) identity 
struggles in their past socialization, self-socialization (Fung, 2003; Miller, Fung, & 
Koven, 2007) and re-socialization over their life course.  
 
Population Aging, Senior Adult Education, and Aging Studies in Taiwan 
In Western countries, the rising tide of population aging took one hundred years 
to take place, but Taiwan, along with other economic tigers in Asia, is experiencing 
comparable demographic changes within a quarter of a century (Yoon & Hendricks, 
2006). With a lower fertility rate and longer life expectancy, 
 
the Taiwanese population is 
aging rapidly. With the fertility rate dropping from 1.72 in 1991 to 1.12 in 2005, the 
Taiwanese population has aged at a remarkably rapid pace. In 1993, people over 65 
accounted for 7.64 percent of the national population. In 2005, they made up around 10 
percent and by 2021, they are projected to exceed 24 percent. 
In the growing concern over a rapidly aging society from the government, the 
media, and the general public in Taiwan, one segment of the population whose 
perspective is often overlooked is that of the elderly people. In fact, the traditionally 
much venerated older individuals are now viewed as social problems and burdens at the 
wake of a population crisis (Chiu, 2002).  
 Policies are being formulated to confront the challenges brought about by aging in 
various domains. In addition to policies regarding welfare and care, elders‘ education has 
received increasing attention recently. The Ministry of Education (2006) just published 
Senior Education Policy White Paper, highlighting the ideal of life-long learning that is 
indicative of a modern society and stressing the importance of ―re-educating‖ the elders 
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for them to achieve ―successful aging.‖ Despite being deprived of education in their 
childhood, Taiwanese elders are now provided with educational opportunities as the 
government and many social organizations began to offer a wide range of education 
programs to the elderly. Of note is that Mandarin literacy classes are the most widely 
available, in addition to other classes that are mainly those of the recreational kind. 
Paradoxically, however, the participation rate of the elderly education programs is lower 
than 10 percent among elders over age 65 (Ministry of Interior, 2005) and the availability 
of the literacy program is not widely known to the targeted elderly population (Lin, 
2005a, 2005b).  
Research is rare that looks into what really happens in these senior adult classes 
and how the elderly students, formerly uneducated or Japanese-educated, perceive these 
classes. Huang & Wu (2007) is an important exception. Adopting an ethnographic 
approach in their study of a senior adult literacy class, the authors contend that the class 
provides the women students with opportunities to reshape their gender identity and 
construct a new life style. 
In the local academia, although the field of gerontology is emerging in response to 
the aging ―crisis,‖2 there is little ethnography on aging (with the exception of Chiu, 2002; 
Huang & Wu, 2007).
3
 The majority of studies on Taiwanese elders focus on medicine, 
care, and social welfare. Among the studies on Taiwanese elders conducted between 
1993 and 1999, 70.9% are about medicine and care; 13.3% are about social welfare (Chiu, 
2002). Although decline and death are inevitable in the later stage of one‘s life, they are 
not the entirety of those senior years. In fact, over half of Taiwanese elderly reported that 
                                                 
2
 For example, the first graduate program of gerontology is established in 2007. 
3
 Chiu (2002) studies how elders and youths make use of, interpret, and covertly vie for the space of a 
shopping area in Taipei.  
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they are relatively healthy (Ministry of Interior, 2002).
4
 The elderly should not be seen 
only as (potential) clients for medical or welfare services. In their actual life, they are also 
social beings and members of families, constantly interacting with others, in sickness or 
in health, and engaging in an assortment of activities.  
Last but not least, the fundamental feature that distinguishes this aging cohort – 
lack of Mandarin language and literacy and limited or no previous education – has 
received strikingly little attention in existing studies. We know next to nothing about how 
this characteristic affects them as they continue to socialize and be socialized by the 
younger generations. By closely documenting elders‘ use of language and literacy and 
their active involvement in daily practices both at home and in the community, this 
ethnographic and discourse-analytic study offers a new research framework that treats 
elders as holistic beings and contributes to a deeper understanding of this historically-
displaced sociolinguistically-marginalized population‘s lives.   
 
Prelude to the Dissertation  
I grew up fascinated by listening to my aunts telling stories. I often found myself 
entranced in their story worlds, marveling at their incredible abilities to turn everyday 
trivia into captivating stories. But there was nothing more exciting than when my great 
aunt Meichi (1930~) joined them on her occasional visits from Taipei. Her stories were 
different. They had a unique exotic flavor – stories from Japanese magazines or television, 
and tales from her travels to, mostly Japan, and sometimes as far as South Africa and 
Peru! Although I was always a loyal fan to my aunts‘ stories, I secretly crowned my 
                                                 
4
 According to the official reports of the Ministry of Interior (2002) based on a survey, 32.95% of people 
aged over 65 reported being ―very healthy‖ and ―healthy,‖ and 22.98% being ―averagely healthy.‖  
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Japanese-educated great aunt queen of the family storytellers. Her stories, fortified with 
world knowledge, were unbeatable. 
 A-ma (1917-2007), my maternal grandmother, was always in the audience, too. 
But she is nothing like great aunt when it comes to storytelling. She remained mostly 
quiet as an attentive listener. Great aunt and A-ma are sisters, but their lives have been 
world apart since they were little girls. Like most girls in the first half of the twentieth 
century in Taiwan, they were both given up for adoption (Wolf, 1974). Great aunt, 13 
years younger than A-ma, was adopted by a rich family, who let her receive eight years 
of Japanese education. Her Japanese proficiency facilitated teaching herself basic 
Chinese and English.
5
 Thus, although she does not speak Mandarin, she can read basic 
Chinese, albeit pronounced in Hoklo. A-ma was not so lucky. She never received any 
education. Her adoptive family, being poor, refused to send her to the Japanese school or 
to shufang (traditional schools, often within temples) to study Hanwen (traditional classic 
Chinese, pronounced in Hoklo). In fact, great aunt was among the few lucky elderly 
Taiwanese women who had the opportunity to receive an education. The majority of 
them are, like A-ma, monolingual in Hoklo, or other minority languages, never educated, 
and therefore non-literate.  
  Perhaps it was the prospect of exploring the communicative dilemmas of the 
minority-speaking illiterate Taiwanese elderly like A-ma that first drew me to conducting 
an ethnographic case study of A-ma (Lin, 2009). Maybe it was also induced by a sense of 
urgency to uncover the voices of this illiterate cohort before they were no longer 
physically or mentally available to tell their own stories. In this study with A-ma, I 
investigate the sociolinguistic marginalization she experienced when watching television. 
                                                 
5
 Japanese uses kanji (Chinese characters) and contains many English loan words.   
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Given the dominance of Mandarin programming, A-ma had limited access to the content 
of shows. She can hear but cannot listen and understand the (Mandarin) content of the 
programs, nor can she read the subtitles that come with every program in Taiwan. When 
watching television with her family members, A-ma is doubly marginalized: unless 
family members translate into Hoklo for her, her limited access to the messages on 
television also prevents her from contributing to the family‘s discussions of the shows. A-
ma remained a peripheral participant across these communicative encounters, constantly 
confronted with her marginal sociolinguistic identity vis-à-vis Mandarin-dominant 
programming and her bilingual (Mandarin–Hoklo or Japanese-Hoklo), literate family 
members. Over the course of her daily television viewing, A-ma constructed, negotiated, 
and resisted her identity as an uneducated and illiterate person. 
Another important finding discussed in Lin (2009) pertains to A-ma‘s discourse 
identity. Her quietness is co-constructed. Once in a while she chimed in to tell her story, 
but her slow-paced, pause-filled narration was rarely ratified. Although A-ma was 
routinely misrecognized (Bourdieu, 1991) as quiet and inarticulate by family members 
and herself, in the course of the study, A-ma was able to tell her life stories and her 
experiences of linguistic marginalization for the first time to her ethnographer-
granddaughter (Miller, Koven, & Lin, in press). In other words, this study provides a 
space for a habitual listener to adopt a speaker role to voice her linguistic marginality.  
A particularly intriguing finding that has not been discussed in Lin (2009) is that 
great aunt had her stories of sociolinguistic marginalization to tell too. Although in the 
home arena, she is recognized as the educated and the knowledgeable, in the public arena 
and in her professional life as a post office clerk, she had experienced prejudice and 
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injustice because of her Japanese education and her inability to speak Mandarin. This is 
because in the post-colonial linguistic field dictated by the Chinese nationalist regime, 
those who were Japanese educated were stigmatized as possessing ―slave mentality‖ 
(nuxing) and the language they spoke banned. The Japanese-educated became in effect 
―illiterate‖ overnight; the linguistic and cultural capital that had been cultivated and 
recognized in the Japanese period was rendered invisible or ―erased‖ (Irvine & Gal, 2000) 
in the new regime. Great aunt and other Japanese-educated women represent the first 
generation of women to receive education, which had been traditionally only accessible  
to the elite and males. Thus, to change from an ―educated‖ person to an, in effect, 
―illiterate‖ person overnight remains a lifelong regret.  
Building on Lin (2009), this dissertation investigates the sociolinguistic 
marginalization experienced by both the illiterate and the Japanese-educated elders.  
 
Roadmap to the Dissertation 
In keeping with the theoretical and methodological approach outlined above, 
Chapter 2, ―Sociolinguistic history of Taiwan‖ critically engages the sociolinguistic 
history of Taiwan in the twentieth century by examining the language policies and their 
associated language ideologies under different political regimes in the twentieth century, 
that subjected Taiwan from under colonial rule, authoritarian dictatorship, to fledgling 
democracy. A particular focus is on the effects of the changing policies on the vitality and 
statuses of Hoklo and Japanese in relation to Mandarin.  
 Chapter 3 ―Growing old in Sunset Mountain‖ introduces the ethnographic 
background of Sunset Mountain. I describe the research site as historically-situated, 
 19 
sociocultural landscape, based upon documentary research, and sketch the lives and the 
elderly population there based on ethnographic fieldwork. The various senior adult 
classes available in Sunset Mountain are also introduced in Chapter 3.  
Narrative construction of identity: A Japanese-educated and an uneducated 
elders’ stories  
With the sociolinguistic history and the ethnographic background in place, 
Chapters 4 through 7 offer analyses of discourses by, about, and with the elders to 
explore how changing language policies and ideologies have played out in the elders‘ life 
and identity construction in the past and in the present era.  
Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 analyze two focal elders‘ autobiographical narratives and 
identity construction, exploring how, situated within the sociolinguistic position as 
structured by the historically-layered language ideologies and polices, each of the two 
elders articulates her linguistic, learning, and gender identities through her narratives. 
Chapter 4 discusses Meiyue‘s narratives with regard to her Japanese education and her 
participation in the senior classes to explore how she constructs her linguistic and 
learning identities by positioning herself vis-à-vis others (her illiterate peers and the 
younger Mandarin-speaking generations), and the master narratives and official 
discourses that render the Japanese-educated elderly population invisible. In addition, I 
explore Japanese-educated elders‘ nostalgia for the Japanese language and culture, as 
represented in Meiyue‘s narratives. I also discuss her discourse identity as a 
speaker/narrator in relation to her social identity of an educated person.  
Chapter 5 analyzes Jinglan‘s autobiographical narratives with regard to her lack 
of education during childhood and her participation in the senior classes in recent years.  
Gender and learning identities emerge as two integral aspects of her identity-construction 
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in her narratives. In addition, I discuss her discourse identity of non-speaker or 
predominantly listener, and the methodological challenges in interviewing her.  
Taken together, Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 demonstrate the complex interplay 
between historical contingencies (as discussed in Chapter 2) and personal lives and 
identities with a focus on how historical displacement (Blommaert, 2005) creates 
sociolinguistic marginalization and how individuals make sense of and react to it. Further, 
these two chapters show the linguistic and educational diversity among today‘s 
Taiwanese elderly population as represented by these two individual cases, thus exposing 
the semiotic process of erasure (Irvine and Gal, 2000) involved in the construction of 
such dominant language ideologies that have rendered Japanese-educated population and 
their linguistic ability invisible. Through these narratives, the two chapters reveal the 
previously excluded voices of these historically-displaced, linguistically-marginalized 
populations.  
Taiwanese grandmothers in the new transnational era  
The next two chapters, Chapter 6 and Chapter 7, bring the focus to the latest 
sociolinguistic development in the new millennium characterized by transnational 
movement. Chapter 6 examines the solidification and transformation of the 
sociolinguistic marginality of Taiwanese elders in the face of the recent influx of young 
marriage immigrants from Southeast Asia. I ask (a) How are elders represented in the 
official narratives in relation to the recent female marriage immigrants? (b) What are the 
ideologies behind these discourses? This chapter demonstrates how the elders have been 
conflated with young marriage immigrants as illiterate and incompetent caregivers in the 
public discourses because of their lack of Mandarin proficiency.  
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Chapter 7 analyzes the classroom discourses in an adult literacy class that serve 
both elders and young female marriage immigrants. I ask: how are the public discourses 
as examined in Chapter 6 reproduced and contested in the literacy classroom? I show that 
the Taiwanese grandmothers and young female marriage immigrants are interactively 
constructed as ―social children‖ in the classroom. Taken together, Chapter 6 and Chapter 
7 demonstrate what Agha (2003) terms, ―a speech chain network,‖ which marginalize 
marriage immigrants and elders, by examining the interconnectedness of discourses 
circulating at multiple levels: the national level (e.g. the government official documents, 
the media), city level (e.g. at Adult Basic Education Teachers Workshops in Taipei City), 
community level, and the classroom.  
I conclude the dissertation with Chapter 8, ―Conclusion,‖ in which I provide an 
overarching discussion of the findings and point to fruitful problems for future research.  
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Chapter 2 
Sociolinguistic History of Taiwan 
 This chapter discusses the sociolinguistic history of Taiwan, highlighting the 
shifting language policies in the past century and the multiple changing language 
ideologies associated with, in particular, Hoklo, Japanese, and Mandarin. Like other 
places in Taiwan, the elderly in Sunset Mountain mainly speak Hoklo; some of them are 
bilingual in a second language, Japanese; and the overwhelming majority of them do not 
speak the dominant language, Mandarin. As we will see in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5, past 
and current language policies and historically layered beliefs about the languages spoken 
in Taiwan are deeply intertwined with Taiwanese elders‘ self-identity, as represented in 
the two female elderly, Meiyue‘s and Jinglan‘s, autobiographical narratives.   
Since the Hoklo from southern Fujian province in China immigrated to Taiwan 
during the early seventeenth century, Hoklo has held the spot as majority language in 
Taiwan. During the Chinese Qing period (1684-1895), the number of Hoklo speakers 
increased dramatically, and the languages spoken in Taiwan generally enjoyed equal 
status without any top-down language policy being imposed by the Chinese Qing dynasty. 
Since the turn of the twentieth century, however, Hoklo has become a ―minority‖ 
language due to two successive monolingual language policies, administered first by the 
Japanese colonizers (1895-1945) and then by the Chinese Nationalists (Kuomintang or 
KMT) (1945-1987). Both policies were tied to the ―one nation, one language‖ ideology 
(Hsiau, 1997; Sandel, 2003). 
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Japanese Colonization 
 Under Japanese colonial rule, the Taiwanese (which included the Hoklo, Hakka, 
and the aboriginal people, all of whom were living on the island prior to the Japanese 
colonization) had their first ―national language‖ experience. To integrate Taiwan into the 
Japanese nation, the Japanese set up the island‘s first modern public schools to teach 
Japanese or kokugo (literally ‗national language‘).6 As a discriminitive policy against 
local Taiwanese, the colonial government set up two kinds of primary schools: one called 
xiao xui xiao, admitting only Japanese, and the other called gong xue xiao, accepting 
local Taiwanese.  
Education beyond the primary grades were restricted to only a small number of 
Taiwanese students, who were trained to be doctors, teachers, or lower-level bureaucrats 
(Tsurumi 1977). The percentage of Taiwanese primary school girl graduates who 
continued their education was between 10% and 20 % in the years between 1909 and 
1936, while the percentage of Japanese primary school girl graduates who continued their 
education was between 67% and 94% (see Yu, 1988, p. 323). The entrance examination 
to middle school is based on the texts used in Japanese primary schools. Therefore it was 
hard for Taiwanese students to pass the examination. In addition, the tuition for middle 
and high school was costly. Only wealthy Taiwanese families could afford to send their 
children to middle schools (Yu, 1988).  
 In fact, during the Qing dynasty, there had been traditional education in Taiwan. The 
education was conducted in shufang, usually housed in temples or private houses, where 
                                                 
6
 According to Tai (1999), ―Kokugo can be translated differently, depending on how one interprets the first 
character, koku, which can mean country, state, nation or nation-state. Since this term does not specify any 
country, it discourages its users from perceiving the language vis-à-vis other national languages; rather, it 
encourages them to see a unity of the language, the state, and themselves as natural‖ (p. 533).  
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pupils studied Hanwen (literally Han literacy) through reading Confucian classics using 
Hoklo or Hakka pronunciation. The goal of Hanwen instruction was to cultivate the 
ability of shizi (literally recognizing words, reading) and to prepare students for the 
Chinese civic exams (Wang, 1995). Traditional gender ideology regarded it useless for 
girls to receive an education; the shufang pupils were mainly from elite families and were 
predominantly male (Yu, 1988). In 1898, there were only 65 girl students in shufang, 
comprising 0.2% of the total students (Yu, 1988).  
 The Japanese colonial government progressively took control of and finally banned 
shufang education. In the early years of the colonization, the Taiwanese families still 
maintained their pre-colonial practice of sending their children, mostly boys, to shufang. 
In order to entice parents to send children to public schools for Japanese education, the 
colonial government later incorporated Hanwen into the public school curriculum. The 
government also gradually took control of shufang, which finally disappeared in the later 
years of the colonization.  
 On the other hand, Taiwanese children enrolled in the Japanese gong xue xiao 
increased steadily, albeit slowly. The enrollment rate for girls still remained lower than 
that for boys, although it slowly increased as Taiwanese gradually accepted the idea of 
educating girls (Yu, 1988). Starting at the eruption of war in 1937, the Japanese began the 
kominka movement, which aimed to transform Taiwanese into the Japanese imperial 
subjects. Speaking Japanese, adopting Japanese names, and joining the Japanese military 
were important parts of the movement. As such, the primary school enrollment increased 
dramatically during the war years for both genders. Figure 1 shows the primary school 
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enrollment rates for Taiwanese girls, Taiwanese boys, and Japanese girls over the years 
of the colonization. 
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Figure 1: The percentage of primary school enrollment for school-aged children  
As we see, Taiwanese girls‘ enrollment rate was consistently lower than the boys‘, and 
during the war years, the enrollment rate for girls increased sharply from approximately 
40% to 60% (boys from approximately 60% to 80%).   
  By the end of World War II, it is estimated that 70% of Taiwan‘s school-aged 
children were literate in Japanese (Hsiau, 1997; Sandel, 2003). Several scholars have 
cautioned, however, that the actual Japanese competence of the individuals included in 
such widely cited statistics is questionable (Chou, 2003; Tai, 1999). First, according to 
Tai (1999), ―with little opportunity to use the language, former students were apt to forget 
it completely after leaving school. Sixty percent of the Taiwanese lived in rural areas 
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where they met few Japanese, and even those who lived in cities had little contact with 
the immigrants. In addition, the statistics included those who studied Japanese for only 
several months on breaks from farming‖ (p. 528-9).7 Additionally, dropout rates are high 
for the Taiwanese students, in particular, among girls and in rural areas (Yu, 1988). In 
spite of this, scholars called those who were born around 1920-30, received complete 
Japanese primary education, and speak fluent Japanese ―Japanese-speaking generation‖ 
(Lee, 2004). 
  In sum, toward the end of Japanese colonization, the tradition of Hoklo literacy 
practices (Hanwen) had been seriously undermined and the use of Hoklo was limited to 
oral communication in the homes. By contrast, the majority of Taiwanese school-aged 
children were literate only in Japanese, not in Hanwen. With regard to speaking practices, 
the majority of the population spoke one of the local languages, and some were bilingual, 
speaking Japanese as their second language. Although not in accord with the desire of 
their Japanese rulers, the Taiwanese people limited their use of Japanese to schools and 
government administrative institutions. In other public places and in the family domain, 
local languages remained the main language of communication (Chou, 2003). In other 
words, after five decades of Japanese colonial rule, Hoklo as a spoken language was still 
widely used in the home and most public places. For Hoklo-Japanese bilinguals, code-
switching was common, and necessary when talking about intellectual matters or new 
things. Hoklo did not have vocabulary for those usages. 
 
 
 
                                                 
7
 See also Chou (2003, pp. 49-50) for a detailed description about how these statistics are derived. 
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The KMT Authoritarian Rule: Mandarin-only Policy 
 Following Japan‘s 1945 defeat in World War II, Taiwan was handed over to the 
KMT, the ruling party in the Republic of China,
 
founded on the mainland in 1911. In 
1949, after losing the civil war to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), the KMT took 
refuge in Taiwan. The exiled KMT regime insisted on retaining the national title, the 
―Republic of China,‖ assuming it would shortly become re-established on the mainland, 
while the CCP established the People‘s Republic of China and gradually gained 
international recognition as the representative state of China (Wang, 2004). The newly 
arrived mainlanders (up to 2 million people, including 600,000 troops), supporters of 
Chiang Kai-shek, took up powerful positions in Taiwan. They and their descendents are 
the group now called waishengren (literally ‗people outside of this province‘, or 
‗mainlanders‘). Although they came from all parts of China, most of them spoke or at 
least understood Mandarin upon their arrival in Taiwan (Young 1988). The local 
Taiwanese, in particular, the majority ethnic group, Hoklo, are known as benshengren 
(literally ‗original-province people‘). The overwhelming majority of Taiwanese who 
were on the island prior to 1945 did not speak Mandarin during the transition of power. 
The ethnic composition in Taiwan since then has remained roughly stable: Hoklo 
constitutes the majority of 73.3%; mainlanders, 13%; Hakka, 12%; the native Austro-
Polynesians, 1.7%.
8
  
While Taiwan was under Japanese colonization, China was undertaking a modern 
nation-building project during the Republic period (1911-1945) (Wang, 2004). In 1913, 
the Ministry of Education selected Mandarin, which was based on the Beijing dialect, as 
the spoken standard, and replaced Classical Chinese with a written vernacular (baihua) as 
                                                 
8
 The statistics are based on Huang 1993. 
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the written standard. Thus, after the KMT took over Taiwan, it immediately forcefully 
promoted Mandarin, or guoyu (literally ‗the national language‘) to establish a national 
identity tied to China.  
In the period from 1947 to 1987, Taiwan was under Martial Law. The language 
policy has been characterized as ―Mandarin-only, with the suppression of dialects‖ (du 
zun guoyu, yizhi fangyan). Here ―dialects‖ refer to all local languages (Hoklo, Hakka, and 
the Aboriginal languages), which were relegated to the subordinate status of dialects, 
―inadequate for academic and cultural communication‖ (Cheng, 1979, p. 560.). They 
were banned in public domains; using them was deemed rebellious or unpatriotic (Hsiau, 
1997). The Mandarin-only policy was carried out largely through the education system.  
Mandarin replaced Japanese as the language of instruction, making it hard for the 
Japanese-educated children to continue their education. Children who attempted to speak 
local languages at school were subjected to severe punishment (Cheng,1979; Sandel, 
2003).  
Along with ―Mandarin-only‖ education at all school levels, adult Mandarin 
classes were provided nationwide in the post-war period. Many of the pre-war 
generations were either unaware of the classes or did not feel the need to learn Mandarin 
because Hoklo sufficed for their everyday communication at that time (Lin 2002, 2004a, 
2004b, 2005). The adult Mandarin literacy classes have been more vigorously promoted 
since the mid-1990s as the government was eager to reduce the illiteracy rate to that of 
the developed country. A more detailed discussion of the historical trajectory of adult 
Mandarin literacy education since 1945 will be provided in Chapter 6. 
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After the KMT took over Taiwan in 1945, it also immediately banned Japanese in 
government, newspapers, schools, and the radio broadcast. Thus, under the new regime, 
the Japanese literate became ―illiterate‖ overnight. Based on his analysis on newspaper 
editorials, columns, and readers‘ letters in the early post-war years, Ho (2005) 
summarizes the impact of this language policy on the Japanese-educated Taiwanese: First, 
Taiwanese youth had been used to using Japanese newspapers to voice their opinions. 
The ban on Japanese papers deprived them of voicing their critique on the new regime; 
second, without Japanese, Taiwanese youth could not understand policies and current 
affairs; third, many local Taiwanese people suspected the ban was to deny their access to 
political power. Ho (2005) argues that the desire to use the Japanese language is not 
indicative of local Taiwanese‘s nostalgia for their former colonizers, as constructed by 
the official discourses, but a strong longing for access to information and modern 
knowledge. 
At the symbolic level, local Taiwanese‘s Japanese ability and Japanese education 
was stigmatized in the official discourses as reflective of their slave mentality as a result 
of receiving ―poisonous‖ education from the colonizers. As one‘s ability to speak 
Mandarin fluently increasingly indexed one‘s ―Chinese-ness,‖ speaking Japanese was 
regarded as a ―political problem‖ (Phillips, 1999, p. 285). The anti-KMT uprising in 1947, 
the so-called February 28 incident, further strengthened the KMT leadership‘s anti-
Japanese xenophobia. Although the uprising was rooted, in large part, in local 
Taiwanese‘s disappointment at the new regime‘s rampant corruption, the KMT 
government attributed the incident mainly to Taiwanese people‘s slave mentality and 
poison after half-century of Japanese colonial rule. Thus, even stricter prohibition of 
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Japanese was in place to eradicate the ―poison‖ from the Taiwanese mind. Martial Law 
was implemented in 1947. During the ensuing ―white terror‖ in the 1950s, dissenters, 
largely educated during the Japanese period, were imprisoned, kept quiet, or fled in exile 
to places such as Japan or the United States (Kerr, 1965). Their Japanese language ability 
and their education were effectively ―erased‖ under the Mandarin-only ideology (Irvine 
and Gal, 2000), and in tandem with it, the erasure of the Japanese colonization history 
from the China-centered historiography.  
 As such, Japanese became a private home language, spoken between the Japanese 
educated Taiwanese. Many of today‘s middle-aged Taiwanese remember growing up 
hearing their parents speak Japanese to each other, in particular, when secret topics were 
being exchanged (Lee, 2004). However, children of the ―Japanese-speaking generation‖ 
did not acquire Japanese from their parents; they studied Mandarin at school.  
The Japanese-educated Taiwanese, unable to speak Mandarin, were effectively 
barred from political power. In the cold war years, economic ties were close between 
Japan and Taiwan, but the KMT still did not employ the Taiwanese who were educated in 
the Japanese colonial era. A famous Taiwanese writer, Wu Chuo-liu, thus wrote, 
―Waishengren who can speak Japanese are considered great talents. And we Taiwanese 
people who speak Japanese are stigmatized as slaves, poisoned by the Japanese 
colonization!‖ (translation mine)  (cited in Ho, 2005, p. 25)  
 As the post-war generations learned Mandarin at school, the older generations 
remained non-Mandarin speaking. According to Huang 1993, an estimated 17.5% of the 
total population (equal to 3.5 million people) could not understand Mandarin.  
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In addition to public schooling, television was another major tool for promoting 
Mandarin. The first television station was set up in 1962. By 1971, there were three 
networks, all state-owned. At first, 12 to 15% percent of programs were in Hoklo. But in 
1972, the Bureau of Culture of the Ministry of Education ordered the reduction of non-
Mandarin programs and mandated that Hoklo programs, which included only 
―entertainment‖ genres (e.g., soap operas, traditional Taiwanese puppet shows, and 
traditional Taiwanese operas), should be limited to less than one hour per day on each 
channel (Hsiau, 1997; Su, 1993). As a result, by 1978, Taiwanese puppet shows and 
traditional Taiwanese operas had almost disappeared from the screen. In 1983, they 
returned to the screen, but in Mandarin (Su, 1993). In 1979, with the aim of promulgating 
government policies, news was allowed to be broadcast in Hoklo, with the broadcasts 
ranging from 30 minutes a week to 10 minutes per day (Su, 1993).   
 
Democratization and Localization: Multilingualism?  
Since the late 1980s, Taiwan has undergone an astonishing political 
transformation. After forty years, martial law was lifted in 1987. Shortly thereafter, long-
underground opposition parties were legalized. Formerly prohibited topics could be 
publicly discussed, such as the prospects for Taiwanese independence and the KMT‘s 
violent suppression of resistance during the post-war era (i.e., the February 28 Incident in 
1947 and the ―white terror‖ in the 1950s) (Silvio, 2007). In 2000, the election of Chen 
Shui-bian as president (the candidate of the Democratic Progressive Party [DPP]), not 
only ended the KMT‘s fifty-five-year dictatorship, but also shifted the orientation of 
nation-building from the KMT‘s ―Chinaization‖ to ―Taiwanization‖ or ―localization‖ 
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(bentuhua), creating a unique Taiwanese identity distinct from that of the mainland 
(Wang, 2004). In 2008, Ma Ying-jiu (the candidate of the KMT) was elected president. 
The DPP lost this latest presidential election largely because of the Chen Shui-bian 
government‘s corruption. The rest of this section discusses language policies up to the 
end of the Chen Shui-bian government in 2008.  
 Along with democratization and localization, the past two decades have witnessed 
the revalorization and revitalization of Hoklo and other local languages. The official 
language ideology gradually shifted to the image of Taiwan as a multilingual and 
multiethnic society, in which all language varieties are equal – an idea expressed in 
President Lee Teng-Hui‘s use of the term ―New Taiwanese‖ (Baran, 2004). The DPP 
government has promoted Hoklo as the emblem of local Taiwanese identity (distinct 
from Mandarin imported from China), a language that is the carrier of Taiwan‘s 
traditional culture and that merits official status. Hoklo has been widely used in political 
campaigns to rally support by all parties (Scott & Tiun, 2007).  
However, to avoid Hoklo being seen as the new hegemonic language of power along 
the lines of Mandarin and Japanese, the DPP‘s  language policy was one of 
multilingualism and multiculturalism since it assumed power in 2000 (Scott & Tiun, 
2007). For example, the ―Language Equality Law‖ promotes Hoklo, Hakka, and the 
aboriginal languages to an equal status with Mandarin; all are accorded the status of 
―national languages‖ (guojia yuyan). The policy of teaching local languages in 
elementary school one hour a week has already been implemented. Because the Hoklo 
ethnic group constitutes the majority in Taiwan, Hoklo language and culture have 
received the most attention among the local languages as this process has unfolded. This 
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has provoked apprehension among other minority ethnic groups as well as among the 
mainlanders. The DPP has been characterized as the ―Hoklo party‖ and its proposals and 
policies the embodiment of Hoklo chauvinism (Dryer, 2003; Hsiau, 1997). Many of their 
policies involving language and culture that attempted to counter Mandarin and Chinese 
hegemony have been labeled ―de-sinicization‖ (qu zhong guo hua, literally ‗removing 
Chineseness‘) by the KMT and its supporters. As several scholars have noted, however, 
the DPP‘s official language policy was not to replace Mandarin with Hoklo and other 
local languages, but to steer the policy away from ―Mandarin-only‖ toward ―Mandarin-
plus‖ (Chen, 2001; Scott & Tiun, 2007).  
In addition, these multiple layered, and often conflicting, beliefs about Hoklo and its 
speakers work together to inform language use in many domains of contemporary life, 
including television programming. Specifically, official discourses that celebrate the 
―increased‖ offerings of Hoklo programs (and the establishment of Hakka and aboriginal 
channels) as an indication of ethnolinguistic equality risk masking social inequalities 
mediated through hidden messages in the programming that tend to reproduce the 
negative stereotypes of Hoklo and its speakers. Moreover, although restrictions on the use 
of Hoklo in the media were lifted in 1993,
9
 and the number of Hoklo programs has 
increased, Hoklo programs are still far fewer in number and variety, compared to 
Mandarin ones.  
 While the current political discourse perpetuates the link between language and 
ethnic and national identity (Baran, 2004; Hsiau, 1997; Sandel, 2003), language use 
indexes other new social identities. For example, Hoklo has recently been re-presented as 
                                                 
9
 In 1993, the Cable Television Regulations were passed by the Legislature. In 1996, 75% of Taiwanese 
families subscribed to cable television. 
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a mixture of ethnic pride and fashion, closely linked with popular culture, in particular, 
the music and entertainment industry. Some have even exploited it as a commodity (Lee, 
2006). These and other new positive dominant discourses and representations of Hoklo, 
however, disguise the enduring view of Hoklo as a language of low cultural prestige – a 
legacy of the KMT‘s Mandarin-only policy (Baran, 2004). For example, Hoklo is still a 
marker of lack of education, illiteracy, the elderly, the countryside, and therefore a 
language of the crude, the unrefined, and the uncultured. By contrast, Mandarin retains its 
status as the language of education and cultural prestige. There are several reasons for 
this. Past language policies have resulted in Hoklo lacking much of the vocabulary of the 
higher registers, which encourages switching to Mandarin in more formal situations and 
reinforces Hoklo‘s low cultural status. The situation is further aggravated by the lack of a 
standardized writing system for Hoklo (Baran, 2004; Scott & Tiun, 2007). In addition, by 
integrating the speaking of Hoklo into the ideology of localization (bentuhua), current 
language policies reproduce the identification of Hoklo as a traditional, local language 
associated with rural life (Baran, 2004). 
In parallel with the revalorization of local languages, the Japanese language began 
to resurface in public arenas in the late 1980s, especially in the popular and youth 
culture—fast food,  music, television soap operas (Japanese dialogue with Chinese 
subtitles), movies, karaoke, computer games, books, and manga (comics), and so forth 
(Peng-er & Chong, 2004). This is in part because of Lee Teng-hui‘s presidency. As a 
Japanese newspaper notes, ―Lee Teng-hui… is widely credited with opening the island 
republic to Japanese culture by rescinding many anti-Japanese laws that had been in the 
 35 
books since World War II.‖ (―Taiwan‘s Youths Go Gaga for Japan‖ Asahi Evening News, 
3 September 2000, cited in Peng-er & Chong, 2004, p. 253).  
The youth with a craze for the Japanese culture are dubbed ―harizu‖ (Japan lovers) 
in Taiwan. Many young Taiwanese who were initially attracted to the Japanese pop 
culture went on to learn the Japanese language and then to obtain a deeper knowledge of 
Japan (Peng-er & Chong, 2004). 
Note, however, the newly established connection of the Japanese language with 
fashion, pop culture, youth, and commodity does not coincide with a new appreciation of 
the elders‘ Japanese education and language ability. Their positive feelings towards the 
Japanese language and culture are still considered, by the mainstream, as problematic. 
Even if there has been a re-appreciation of the Japanese architecture heritage and 
increasing research on the colonial history (Taylor, 2005), little attention has been paid to 
the ―Japanese speaking generation‘s‖ language and education and their identity. Hoklo-
Japanese bilingual elders remain invisible in public discourses and in the media. For 
example, there have been many commercials which switch between Mandarin/Hoklo and 
Japanese, but rarely were the characters in the commercials elderly Taiwanese.   
In 2006, a Japanese television program, focusing on Japanese youth traveling in 
Taiwan, aired a unit in which a Taiwanese female elderly (Grandma Lee) was seen 
approaching the crew, greeting them in Japanese (―Hello, my name is Lee, and my 
Japanese name is Sawajima. I love Japanese people.‖), and chatting with them about how 
much she loved Japanese: ―…During the Japanese era, we received much education, and 
we learned the ‗Japanese Spirit.‘ … The Japanese Spirit is where one is dutiful, honest, 
and hardworking.‖ A young female in the crew asked Grandma Lee, ―Are you Japanese? 
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Taiwanese? Or Chinese? Which nationality do you consider yourself?‖ She replied, 
―People here don‘t consider themselves Chinese anymore. We are Taiwanese. But in our 
heart, we are all Japanese. That is how we think.‖ Grandma Lee also praised Japan for 
building many modern infrastructures in the colonial era. The clip was posted on the 
website You Tube (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=31alNneqJdU&feature=related), 
and has stirred much debate within Taiwan, among young Internet users and in the media. 
The majority accused her of lacking her ethnic pride and being ill-qualified for speaking 
for all Taiwanese. Some argue for more understanding of the identity-construction of 
Taiwanese elders who were educated in the Japanese colonial era (Liu, 2007). Thus, 
although Japanese language and (pop) culture have enjoyed a positive status in Taiwan 
since the late 1980s, they are associated with the youth rather than the elderly. The latter 
and their Japanese language and education remain invisible, erased, or little appreciated. 
Whenever Taiwanese elderly appear on television, they are Hoklo-speaking and 
uneducated.  
 The different language ideologies associated with Hoklo and Mandarin and their 
speakers are well-illustrated in a commercial as analyzed in Baran (2004). This is a 
commercial for the Bank of Taipei lottery that was aired daily on national television 
beginning on August 22, 2003. It shows a family of three generations sitting at a table, 
arguing over the correct ordering of lottery numbers. The conversation, which switches 
between Hoklo and Mandarin, is shown in Excerpt 1. (Mandarin is in italic) 
Excerpt 1: A commercial for the Bank of Taipei lottery in 2003  
 1 
 
 
Father: 
 
Son:  
(counts his fingers on one hand) Let me predict it. This time 
it‘s definitely right.  
(looks up from his laptop) That‘s not right.  
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5 
 
 
 
 
Father: 
Son:  
Mother:  
Grandma: 
 
Father: 
I have dipped in more soy sauce than you have drunk cola  
But I have been to university 
That‘s right! I haven‘t been to school. But I run the household. 
You are a good cook! [But] I have cooked for fifty years so I 
will decide! 
Mother, this has nothing to do with cooking.  
 
 As Baran (2004) points out, this is a ―typical‖ Taiwanese family in terms of the 
linguistic repertoire of each generation: the Hoklo-speaking grandma and father, the 
code-switching mother, and the son – a Mandarin-speaking college student. As seen in 
the example, Hoklo points to the elderly and the uneducated, as represented by the 
grandma, and the crude and uncultured, as represented by the father, who attempts to 
imitate a temple fortune teller to predict the lottery result (lines 1-2). The turns between 
the son and the mother (lines 5-6) establish the indexical link between Mandarin and 
education, and Hoklo and its lack. The son delivers the claim, ―But I have been to 
university‖ in standard Mandarin. The mother admits she is not educated in Hoklo, 
―That‘s right! I haven‘t been to school.‖ Then she switches to Mandarin when supplying 
a counter argument, ―But I run the household,‖ implying she is not less capable of 
making intelligent judgment because of her lack of formal education, and her Mandarin 
demonstrates this point. The grandma‘s point, ―What a cook you are! I have cooked for 
fifty years so I will decide!‖ has a similar logic as the mother: If running the household 
demonstrates one‘s intelligence and capability, then the grandma regards herself as more 
capable of making the prediction because she has more years of experience in cooking – 
ostensibly, she thinks of cooking as an important part of running a household. However, 
while the mother‘s argument is not directly challenged, the grandma‘s point is rebuked by 
the father, as he points out to her that cooking is irrelevant to the issue in question, 
positioning the grandma as even unable to follow the discussion. As Baran (2004) argues,  
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―the scene in the ad is intended as humorous, but the humor only obtains because viewers 
can recognize the ideological links between language and identity which make this family 
‗typical,‘‖ (p. 35-4). The identities indexed here, obviously, are familiar to a wide 
audience. As such, this example demonstrates the enduring indexical connection between 
Hoklo and the elderly, the uneducated, the uncultured, and between Mandarin and the 
educated and the cultured.  
Suffice it to say that the ideal linguistic repertoire in contemporary Taiwan is one 
of ―Mandarin-plus,‖ both for symbolic as well as practical reasons. In other words, it is 
desirable for one to speak Mandarin plus a local language, preferably Hoklo, and even 
better, plus a third language, English. A person who can speak only Mandarin, but not 
Hoklo, falls prey to charges of ―not loving Taiwan‖ (bu ai tai wan). By contrast, although 
Hoklo monolingual speakers – often elders as a result of past language policies – could 
be identified as ―loving Taiwan‖ (ai tai wan), they are nevertheless closely linked to 
negative social stereotypes such as the unrefined, the uncultured, the illiterate, and the 
uneducated (Lin, 2007). As for Hoklo-Japanese bilingual elders, the element of Japanese 
was erased and their inability of speaking Mandarin is foregrounded.  
In addition to the perpetuation of negative dimensions of identity associated with 
Hoklo, language shift is another legacy of the KMT‘s Mandarin-only policy. 
Sociolinguists have observed a substantial shift towards Mandarin with each succeeding 
generation (e.g., Chuang, 2000; Hsiau, 1997; Huang, 2000; Kubler, 1985; Sandel, 2003; 
Tse, 2000). Most Hoklo speakers complain that their children can no longer talk to their 
grandparents (Tse, 2000). Today many parents speak Mandarin to their children even if 
they themselves are fluent Hoklo speakers (Chuang, 2000; Hsiau, 1997; Kubler, 1985). 
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Chuang (2000) reports that many grandparents hope their grandchildren will be literate 
(synonymous with speaking Mandarin) because they have experienced the disadvantages 
of being illiterate (e.g., the isolation due to the inability to read newspapers or understand 
the media).  
At this juncture, all political parties have invoked the benefits of globalization and 
internationalization to increase their leverage to lead the country (Wang, 2004). For 
example, in a bid to increase Taiwan‘s international competitiveness, the DPP 
government proposed making English an official language in Taiwan (Ko & Yeh, 2002). 
English became a required class beginning with the third grade in 2001, the same year 
local languages were introduced into the elementary curriculum. Parents, however, are 
more eager for their children to learn English than to study local languages because 
English is considered to have a higher capital value (Mo, 2000; Scott & Tiun, 2007); 
many even employ English-speaking Filipino domestic workers with the intent of 
exposing their children to English at home (Lan, 2003).  
At the turn of the 21
st
 century, the multilingual linguascape in Taiwan is even 
richer with the influx of marriage immigrants from Southeast Asian countries (e.g. 
Vietnam, Indonesia, and Myanmar). This latest chapter of Taiwan‘s sociolinguistic 
history and its effects on the sociolinguistic status of Taiwanese non-Mandarin speaking 
elders will be discussed in Chapter 6. 
 In conclusion, since the turn of the twentieth century, both the prestige and 
vitality of Hoklo have been undermined by the rigorous top-down policies of the 
Japanese and the KMT. Although in recent years, democratic and localization movements 
have given Hoklo greater visibility in the public arena, including television, as a symbol 
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of solidarity, local identity, or fashion, the negative associations of lower cultural prestige 
remain. Similarly, although Japanese has received greater visibility in the media, as a 
symbol of fashion and youth culture, this re-evaluation of Japanese rarely applies to the 
Japanese-speaking elders. In addition, in a nation eager for internationalization, Hoklo is 
in an uphill battle with English. While Mandarin is, and will likely remain, the lingua 
franca (Chen, 2001), the outcome of the tug of war between Hoklo and English remains 
to be determined. 
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Chapter 3 
Growing Old in Sunset Mountain   
 
Sunset Mountain: Historically and Today 
 One turns onto a county road, the only road into Sunset Mountain from Taipei 
City, after getting off the highway.  A 20-minute drive takes one from the fast-paced 
crowded city to the quiet mountainous township. Once on the winding country road, one 
cannot help but roll down the windows to take in the cool breeze along with the lush 
greenery of the surrounding mountains and the murmuring water of the river that runs 
alongside the road. The river flows from streams in the mountains into the basin where 
Taipei City is built. The summer here is always one or two degrees lower in temperature 
than in the city, attracting dwellers from the humid and polluted city on holidays and 
weekends.  
 One would then pass Mr. Chen Zongshi‘s café halfway on the journey to the town 
center. His café is the only house by the road. Mr. Chen migrated to the city where he 
started a truck company. After his business declined in the early 1970s, he decided to 
move back to Sunset Mountain. Since then, he has managed this roadside café where he 
also displays his sculptures made of wood and stones from nearby mountains and 
riverbanks. He returned to his hometown, only to find that it has become what he called a 
―nursing home.‖ As he recounted,  
I returned to my hometown… And I found that the town has almost become a 
―nursing home.‖ I call it nursing home because I would go into the town center in 
the evening, trying to find someone to chat with. But I didn‘t see anyone. All the 
doors were closed. There were only elders – and their grandchildren – in the 
living rooms. So I started to observe, to understand. I went and talked to people in 
the mountains, and I realized that in the 70s, almost all the young people moved 
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out to seek jobs. They had no choice because in the 60s and the 70s, Taiwan was 
beginning to become industrialized, and agriculture was not profitable. So they 
left the agriculture [in the mountains] to their parents…. The aging parents cannot 
work a lot. And the young people cannot return to help. So in the end, the elders 
worked only part of the land and let the other piece of land idle. They have no 
choice. In the 50s, when the town still had coal mines, the population once 
reached 100,000. Lots of migrant workers from outside. But now we have 
outmigration, and the population last month, October, I just checked, is 7,777. I 
think in November the number will be lower. These days I hear many ambulances 
flying by. (laugh) Perhaps we have lost several more [elders]. It‘s cold here in the 
winter, and every year a cold front could take several elders.  
 
Mr. Chen‘s words summarize the rise and fall of the township. Sunset Mountain  
had been settled in the nineteenth century by migrants from Anxi in Fujian Province, 
China. Like most settlers in other parts of Taiwan, they spoke Hoklo. In the late 
nineteenth century, dyestuffs (fabric dyeing with a local plant) and timber were the main 
commodities. In the Japanese period tea cultivation replaced the dyestuff. The next 
commodity was coal. Several coal mines were in operation in the early postwar KMT era 
until the 1970s, during which time the younger generations in the township began to 
move to the cities for work and education, and the population began to drop. Tourism has 
been one of the main sources of Sunset Mountain‘s income since the highway connecting 
it to Taipei City was completed in 1995. 
As the outmigration of younger generations increases with years, Sunset 
Mountain has higher percentage of elderly population than the national average. 
Residents in Sunset Mountain aged over 65 increased from 3.62% in the early 1950s to 
16.55% in 2005, compared to the national proportion of 9.74% in 2005. A great majority 
of the elders are Hoklo-speaking and illiterate or have limited education. A few speak 
Japanese as a second language, but only with their Japanese-educated peers and with 
extensive code-mixing or code-switching between Japanese and Hoklo. The illiteracy rate 
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is around 11% in 2004 (compared to the national rate of 2.84%), consisting mostly of 
female elders. There is no notion of retirement for tea farmers. Many elders continue to 
cultivate tea or do other farm work; their children come back from the cities to visit 
during weekends.  
One continues along the country road, with flowers and trees planted by the 
township government in recent years to beautify the journey into the town and to attract 
tourists. The government has also built an arched gateway over the road to mark the entry 
to the town. One continues on, and soon enters the town center. The town center is built 
on the narrow fork-shaped piece of land at the foot of the mountains where two streams 
converge into the river that lies along the county road. Along the two streams that cut 
through the gullied valley are the two streets of the town center: East Street and West 
Street.  
Before crossing a bridge to enter East Street, one notices a modern convenience 
store and, across the road from it, a city bus stop. Standing at the bus stop might be elders 
waiting patiently for a city bus to come by. While they wait, they might enter a traditional 
grocery store, hidden in an old house, where they chat with the old lady who owns the 
store, watching for the bus at the same time. Across the street, young people and tourists 
frequent the modern 24-hour convenience store. Several times a day, elders and primary 
school children wait in front of the convenience store for community minibuses, which 
take them to and from their homes in the mountainous areas, where there is no service of 
city buses. Once in the town center, the city bus can take them to the city or to the 
neighboring towns. The township government began providing free minibus service in 
1996. Although the bus rides are infrequent – between 3 and 5 per day on five routes, 
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with two rides corresponding to Sunset Mountain Primary School‘s schedule – the 
service has provided convenient transportation for mountainous residents, in particular, 
elders and school children.  Most elders in the mountain areas do not drive, and the 
minibuses make them mobile without having to wait for their children to come back from 
the city to give them a ride or having to ask favors from their younger neighbors to give 
them a ride between their mountainous homes and the town center. In the more distant 
past, these mountain residents used to walk an hour or more, carrying tea on their backs 
to sell in the town center; their children walked the same journey to the only primary 
school in the town center.  
 At the entrance of East Street is a newly-built fountain square, constructed as part 
of the township beautification project to attract tourists, where elders sit and chat in the 
evenings during week days and which tourists occupy during weekends. In recent years, a 
tea festival is held yearly during summer on the square. On a makeshift stage, traveling 
singing troupes perform in provocative attire, interspersed with racy dialogue.
10
 The local 
elders‘ singing class, as well as elders who are virtuoso traditional tea song singers, are 
also invited to perform in recent years. Local primary school children fill the program 
with demonstrations of tea ceremony that they learn from extra-curricular activities at 
school.  
One then enters East Street. Nicknamed ―Street without sky,‖ this street passes 
through the first floor of the two- or three-story brick houses, adjacent to each other, 
cutting the first floor into two parts. The fronts of the houses face directly onto the stream 
and the backs are against the rock wall of the mountains. In the past, vehicles passed 
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  Such traveling singing troupes often perform in temple celebration activities; local festivals; and 
weddings.  They are often seen performing in rural areas, and occasionally in cities too.  
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through here to go up to the mountains. Now, with a new road built on the other side of 
the stream, this street becomes a walking path. Walking through it, one sees two 
restaurants, and another traditional grocery store that carries everything from dried food 
to stationery. School children flock here to get candies or school supplies during lunch 
break or after classes. During holidays, the owner sets up a makeshift stand in front of the 
store to sell local specialties to tourists. There is also a market store, the only one in the 
town center that sells vegetables, and a tea store.
11
 One also sees elders stroll on the street 
or squat in front of the houses, chatting or watching tourists, perhaps without knowing 
that they themselves have become part of this historic street in the gaze of the curiously 
wandering tourists, each carrying a camera.  
The latter section of the street consists of regular houses. This is where I lived for 
the first half of my fieldwork (February-July, 2005). Walking through this street, I would 
stop to chat with the elders as I walked along. I would often allocate a quarter to half an 
hour on each journey going in and out of my place. The 93-year-old granny (Granny Li) 
living alone next door to my apartment went from staring at me warily at the beginning of 
my fieldwork to insisting that I come in to have a bowl of hot soup she just cooked, and, 
like many other elders, often thanking me for ―talking to‖ her: ―You are remarkable. We 
are old. People do not like to talk to old people. It‘s good that you want to talk to us.‖ 
During tea harvest seasons, I would often find her in Granny Gao‘s tea store sorting twigs 
from tea leaves. Joining them at the task, I often marveled at Granny Li‘s swift 
movement of her fingers while I fumbled through a pile of tea leaves. Hearing my 
                                                 
11
 The varieties of items sold in this store are limited. There are also vendors lining along the county road 
near the local bus station every early morning, selling meat, fish, and vegetables and kitchen appliances. 
Many local residents go to a big traditional market in a neighboring town to shop for groceries. Local elders 
made these grocery shopping trips by bus. 
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compliments, she would laugh and say, ―I‘ve done a lot of this since I was a child.‖ 
Granny Li passed away peacefully in her sleep on a cold winter night toward the end of 
my fieldwork.  
To observe the senior adult classes in Sunset Mountain Elementary School, I 
would need to walk through East Street, pass the fountain square, cross another bridge, 
and then into West Street, where the elementary school is located. There is also a square 
at the entrance to West Street, surrounded by a temple, the elementary school, and several 
regular two- or three-story brick houses. I lived in one of the houses for the second half of 
my fieldwork (August 2005 – January, 2006). Just as East Street has seen a history of 
coal miners and now tourists, this square has seen the history of this town‘s 
transformation through different political periods and the changing contour of the 
economy of the township. It went from being a place for tea buying and selling, a place 
where girls and women gathered to sort twigs from tea-leaves in front of the tea stores 
surrounding the square, a gathering place where the Japanese teachers told their students 
stories under the starry sky in the colonial period, and a place for the performance of 
traditional Taiwanese puppet shows and operas during temple festivals and religious 
ceremonies, to providing a parking space for the elementary school teachers and current 
residents of the square.  
My landlord on West Street was a 93-year-old lady living with her 65-year-old 
son. As with many local elders, her other sons living in the city have contributed money 
to rebuild her old house into a three-story house so that she could live on the rent 
collected from her tenants: students of a relatively new college built in the mountainous 
areas of the town, workers in the township government, and a half-year from me. She 
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treated me more like a granddaughter than a tenant. She frequently climbed three-story 
stairs to my room to give me food she had just cooked or fresh vegetables that she grew 
on the porches of the second and third floors.  
 On one side of the square is the gate of Sunset Mountain Elementary School. 
Passing through it, one sees a running track and L-shaped classroom buildings set against 
the mountains. It is a small school with one class for each of the six grades. In recent 
years, the number of students at each grade has dropped from over 100 in the 1970s to 
13-15. The school was founded in 1904 by the Japanese colonizers, replacing the temple 
next to it as the center of dissemination of knowledge and literacy. It opened the door to 
education for girls who used to be deprived of traditional Chinese literacy education, 
which was only accessible to the elite few and male.
12
 Some female elders attended this 
school to receive education in Japanese.
13
 Granny Li was invited to attend the school‘s 
centennial celebration in 2004 and received a medal from the President of Taiwan, which 
she put on the table in her living room, facing the walking path of East Street. It was hard 
not to notice the photo when passengers passed by her house. She proudly told me, ―I 
entered in the seventh year of the school. We had 23 students in our class. We had seven 
girls. They all passed away except me.‖  
These elders‘ Japanese attainment varies widely depending on family background 
and the time of their school years. Those who had to skip school frequently to help with 
family farming, and those whose school years overlapped with the Second World War 
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 There was a traditional shufang, teaching Chinese literacy in Hoklo, in Sunset Mountain during the early 
years of the Japanese period, with only boy pupils and no girl pupils. 
13
 Statistics are lacking with regard to the ratio of girls‘ enrollment rate and boys‘ enrollment rate. However, 
as we see in Chapter 2, in fifty years of colonization, education was increasingly accessible to a much 
greater and, especially during the war years, rapidly expanding minority, islandwide, although girls‘ 
enrollment rate remained lower than boys‘. Overall, girls receiving education was still a minority, but 
education had become increasing accessible to girls over the fifty years.  
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have limited Japanese literacy even after several years of schooling. More dropped out 
before they finished elementary school. As with other places in Taiwan during the 
colonial period, few went on to middle school, which the colonial government reserved 
mainly for native Japanese children.
14
 In a sense, the elementary graduates represented 
the ―educated‖ few among the elderly generations. As will be explicated further in later 
chapters, the colonial elementary education has remained an integral part of these elders‘ 
identity.  
In the course of my fieldwork, I attempted to interact as much as possible with the 
elders in Sunset Mountain. This allows me to speak informally with many of them on a 
daily basis. I came to develop closer relationship with 6 of them, aged from 75 to 91, and 
had several informal interviews with them. I also attended many community activities, 
ranging from temple festivities, local elementary school‘s anniversary celebrations, 
community festivals, to the Elderly Day celebrations.  
 
Senior Adult Education 
Adult Basic Education Program at Sunset Mountain Primary School 
Decades later, at the turn of the twenty-first century, these elders returned to their 
school again – this time to study Mandarin. In 1997, Sunset Mountain Primary School 
joined the national Adult Basic Education Program (ABEP) to offer a basic Mandarin 
literacy class to local elderly residents.
15
 The operation of the literacy class here, however, 
                                                 
14
 More about the discriminative education policies against local Taiwanese has been discussed in Chapter 
2.  
15
 In 1990, the number of illiterate people is around 1,340,000. Seeing the existing adult literacy program 
SEP (Supplementary Education Program) was not large enough to meet the demands for literacy education, 
the government initiated a new program, ABEP, in 1991 (see Ho, 1997). Like SEP, ABEP is offered 
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is infused with the local flavor of a tight-knit rural community. After Mrs. Wang, the 
director of instruction
16
 of the school at the time, tried, in vain, to invite elderly women 
chatting in front of the temple to participate, she asked the elderly mother of the township 
magistrate to recruit students because ―she knows lots of people.‖ Most declined to 
participate because they still needed to attend to their tea farms or they did not think they 
could learn because they were ―not literate.‖ Those who came were predominantly 
female, Japanese-educated, and from the town center. Only three members came from the 
mountainous areas. They are Meiyue, Jinglan, and Liyun. Jinglan is the only student with 
no formal education before. I will discuss autobiographical narratives of Meiyue and 
Jinglan in Chapter 4 and chapter 5 respectively. The student body has remained roughly 
the same through the years, with around 20 females and 5 males. ―They do not want to 
graduate, and others do not want to come,‖ said Mrs. Wang. Their age ranged from 60 to 
93. A few were returned retirees from the city where they had migrated to work. 
 In other parts of the nation, the ABEP classes are typically held in the evenings, 
when elementary school teachers can be free from their duties of teaching children, in 
order to teach elders. To accommodate the local life, this class is held in the afternoons 
rather than in the evenings: the elders in the countryside sleep early and there is no 
minibus service at night to and from the mountainous areas. For many students in this 
class, this is arguably the only social occasion they have in their (present) life, and for a 
few, their first opportunity for education in their lifetime. Both Mrs. Wang and Ms. 
                                                                                                                                                 
through primary schools and taught by primary school teachers. More details of the adult literacy programs 
will be discussed in Chapter 6. Sunset Mountain Primary School did not join the program until 1997.  
3. The administrative staff in primary schools in Taiwan include a principal, a director of instruction 
(jiaowu zhuren), who is in charge of arranging classes and a director of administrative services (zongwu 
zhuren), who is in charge of managing budgets, building construction and maintenance, purchase of 
equipment. The two directors are required to teach fewer classes than other teachers.  
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Chang, the new director of instruction after Mrs. Wang transferred to another school,
17
 
observed that the class is a socializing arena for these elders. According to Ms. Chang, ―I 
think this class‘s goal is not for language. It‘s more of a central space for connecting the 
community. They think, ‗I can come here to read and I can meet some old friends.‘‖ The 
students put on makeup, dress themselves up, and come with a bag of books and school 
supplies that are provided by the government free of charge. The school prepares locally-
produced tea and elders bring snacks to share during the break, carefully chosen so that 
even the eldest student, a 93-year-old female, can relish the treats. Sometimes the snacks 
are turned into a feast of chicken soup or other homemade delicacies when someone 
happens to have some celebration at home. Without an organizing system, on certain 
days, more than the usual number of one or two students brings the snacks and the 
distribution of them spills over into the second period of the class, with snacks passed 
around and each elder‘s desk a big pile of goodies.  
 These elderly students have become part of the school too. They are seen not only 
two afternoons a week during school days, walking slowly to and from the conference 
room, used as their classroom, among yelling and playing school children, but also at all 
major school events, from graduation ceremonies to sports meetings. Mrs. Wang said, 
―You can see them dressed up, neat and pretty. They are part of the school.‖ 
 Mrs. Wang was particularly close to these elderly students; she used her own 
spare time to take the elders for outings to the city, taking subways, visiting department 
stores or scenic spots, or dining at restaurants.  After Mrs. Wang transferred to another 
school in 2004, the students did not have these ―field trips‖ (xiao wai jiao xue, as the 
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 Mrs. Wang gladly agreed to be interviewed, and she returned to Sunset Mountain for the interview on a 
school day so that she could also visit her former colleagues and some of the elders.  
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elders told me in Hoklo-accented Mandarin) any more. When I started my preliminary 
research in the summer of 2004, Mrs. Wang lad left the school. I first heard about her 
from the elders, who recounted time and again the fun memories they had with Mrs. 
Wang in those outings.  
The most special feature of the ABEP in Sunset Mountain is that it has changed 
from a literacy class, to an English class, to a Japanese class over the years. I did not have 
the chance to observe the Mandarin literacy and English classes. When I started my 
preliminary fieldwork in 2004, the class had already been converted to a Japanese class. 
The change of the subject is an unusual arrangement, co-constructed by the teachers and 
the elders to match the latter‘s interests. In other places, the Adult Basic Education 
Program remains a literacy class. According to Mrs. Wang, who made the change from 
literacy to English, ―Some of them are not literate in Mandarin, so learning Mandarin 
literacy is boring to them. We happened to have a new director of administrative services, 
Director Gao, who used to study in the United States, so I asked him to teach English. It‘s 
also a time when the government was starting to implement English education in primary 
schools. So I think the elders can learn English too.‖ However, the change did not induce 
enthusiasm, either, because English was not relevant or useful to elders‘ lives. The class 
was then changed, again, to Japanese, under Ms. Chang, the new director of instruction, 
upon the elders‘ request. Mrs. Wang told me, ―I heard now they like the Japanese class 
very much. They would love it because it‘s closer to their background.‖  
In effect, the literacy class did not stop. It just had a different body of students—
the younger marriage immigrants, mostly from Vietnam. Like many rural areas in Taiwan, 
in recent years, Sunset Mountain has seen a steady increase of young women from 
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Southeast Asia married to Taiwanese men. Dubbed waiji xinniang (foreign brides), waiji 
paiou (foreign spouses), or recently a more politically correct term ―new immigrants,‖ 
these young women are considered ―illiterate‖ in public discourses, for their lack of 
Mandarin ability. Providing (Mandarin) literacy education to them has become a key 
national policy, and as will be shown in Chapter 6, more and more ABEP classes are 
becoming waiji peiou-only classes. They had joined the elders‘ Mandarin literacy class 
briefly before the elders decided to move on to other languages instead.  
Pine Year University  
 In addition to the Adult Basic Education Program held at the primary school, 
another system of senior adult education program is offered through the township 
government under the Taipei County‘s program called Pine Year University. (In Chinese, 
pine trees symbolize old age.) Taipei County started the program in some cities and 
towns in 1997. Residents over age 55 are eligible to enroll with minimum fee charges. 
Sunset Mountain joined the program in 2000 by offering a Tai Chi class. The students 
overlapped significantly with those in the Adult Basic Education Program at the primary 
school. Upon students‘ request, a singing class was added two years later. The elders 
were then constantly invited to perform singing in local major celebrations or events. The 
classes were held on the top floor of the five-story township government building, in a 
large multipurpose room.  
Again, local flavor was in play in this system. The practices of serving tea and 
sharing snacks carry over from the primary school. In the singing class, they sing 
predominantly Hoklo songs, occasionally Japanese and Mandarin songs. Mr. Cheng is the 
singing teacher and over time he taught fewer Mandarin songs because in his opinion, the 
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elders‘ singing is helplessly infused with a heavy Hoklo accent. As for the Japanese 
songs, he later taught fewer of these as well, because the elders have strong opinions 
about what songs to sing. The ones they preferred are oldies from their childhood while 
Mr. Cheng sometimes wanted to teach modern ones.  
Boai community senior adult classes 
 In the summer of 2005, more classes for elders were available, in yet another 
system, at the local community level, through the Boai Village Council. Boai village is 
one of the nine villages in Sunset Mountain. It is located around two kilometers further 
into the mountains upstream from the town center. Mr. Chen is the director of the council. 
After retiring from his successful career managing his truck company in the city, he 
returned to his hometown. Local people addressed him Director Chen. He was elected 
Director of the Council in 2004 and actively thought of ways to improve the lives of the 
elders, whom he thinks deserve a better life after toiling on the farms all their lives. With 
only an elementary education in postwar years, he taught himself computer skills and 
wrote formal applications to the Ministry of Interior to apply for funding for classes for 
the villagers. He also participated in the Adult Basic Education Program in Sunset 
Mountain Primary school and the Pine Year University in the Township Hall, in order to 
be familiar with senior adult education. He often volunteered to video record the elders‘ 
singing performances or other class activities, which made my getting the consent of the 
elders to be audio recorded for my research without any difficulty. They were all used to 
being recorded!  
Director Chen recruited members in the ABEP classes and Pine Year University 
who are Boai villagers to attend his community classes. Thus Meiyue, Jinglan, and Liyun 
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were all in the community classes. The first classes he opened were literacy, Tai Chi, and 
singing. He later added a traditional tea song class and occasionally held workshops 
about health and dyeing with local plants. When I returned to visit in the summer of 2007, 
he was holding an exhibition of the students‘ dyeing artwork in the town center. 
In order to understand elders‘ participation in the elderly education programs, I 
observed every type of elder education programs offered in Sunset Mountain: the ABEP 
classes, classes in Pine Year University, and Boai community classes. Each one of these 
classes involves around 20 students. The language of instruction in these classes is 
mainly Hoklo, with a constant mix of Mandarin. I observed one to three classes per week, 
audio-recording the class interactions, and making detailed field notes. I also followed the 
students to their field trips and singing and tea song performances. I did a total of 15 
interviews with the students, aged from 65 to 85, 5 interviews with the teachers, and 4 
interviews with local government officials and community leaders.    
I followed two female key informants, Meiyue and Jinglan, from the elderly 
classes into their homes. I chose them because they represent typical variation of the 
elder generation: Meiyue received elementary education in the Japanese colonization 
period, and is bilingual in Japanese and Hoklo; Jinglan is non-educated, non-literate, and 
Hoklo monolingual. They live with their husbands, with children and grandchildren 
moving to the cities, but returning to visit on the weekends. I documented their 
interactions with the younger generations during the weekend visits and during their 
family outings, via audio- and/or video-recordings and field notes. I also interviewed the 
younger generations, comprising a total of 10 people in the parent‘s generation, and 14 
people in the grandchildren‘s generation.  
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Chapter 4  
 Meiyue’s Construction of Learning and Educational Identities  
 
In Chapter 2, I discussed the changing language policies and associated linguistic 
ideologies over the past century in Taiwan--from the Japanese colonization, through the 
post-war KMT authoritarian rule, and democratization. Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 analyze 
the autobiographical narratives of Meiyue and Jinglan respectively in relation to this 
macro-level sociohistorical context.  
Meiyue was born in 1933 and Jinglan in 1939, 12 years and 6 years before the end 
of the colonization respectively. They epitomize the linguistic and educational diversity 
among today‘s Taiwanese elderly population. While Jinglan was uneducated and non-
literate, Meiyue received 5 years of Japanese education. By analyzing their 
autobiographical narratives with respect to their education or lack thereof, chapter 4 and 
chapter 5, taken together, have two goals. First, by showing the linguistic and educational 
diversity among today‘s Taiwanese elderly population as represented by these two 
individual cases, the two chapters aim to expose the semiotic process of erasure (Irvine & 
Gal, 2000) involved in the construction of such dominant language ideologies that have 
rendered Japanese-educated population and their linguistic ability invisible. These 
language ideologies also are tantamount to keeping invisible the subjectivities of these 
elders themselves, educated or not.  
A second and related goal is to show how, situated within the sociolinguistic 
position as structured by the dominant language ideologies and policies, each of the two 
elders articulates her linguistic and learning identities through her autobiographical 
narratives. As such, these two chapters reveal the previously excluded voices of these 
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sociolinguistically marginalized populations. Their narratives articulate social realities 
not experienced by those who live comfortably in a world and/or a time of privilege 
(Somers, 1994).  
 The data incorporated in these two chapters is drawn from our conversations and 
two semi-structured interviews with Meiyue and Jinglan respectively. I also supplement 
data from interviews with their daughters or daughters-in-law and grandchildren, along 
with observations of their daily lives, to triangulate their stories and to add information 
unavailable from the two elders themselves. Furthermore, I draw from my observations 
of and interviews with other elders in Sunset Mountain to demonstrate emerging patterns 
of identity construction and narrative style among Japanese-educated elders and among 
the uneducated ones.    
As many scholars from different fields of investigation have pointed out, narrative 
is a pivotal site for identity construction (Bamberg, 1997a, 1997b; De Fina, Schiffrin, and 
Bamberg, 2006; Goffman, 1959, 1979; Hill, 1995; Johnstone, 1997; Keller-Cohen and 
Dyer 1997; Koven 1998, 2002, 2007; Miller et al. 1990; Miller, Fung, & Mintz 1996; 
Miller, Fung, & Koven 2007; Ochs & Capps 1996, 2001; Schiffrin, 1996; Somers, 1994; 
Wortham, 1999, 2000, 2001). Narrators manage their roles as narrator, narrated character, 
and performed character across the event of narration and the narrated event (Bauman, 
1986; Jakobson, 1957; Koven, 2007; Silverstein, 1993). As such, they construct identities 
through various positionings in and through narrative practices.  
Positioning theory (Bamberg 1997b; Davies & Harre, 1990; Harre & van 
Langenhove, 1999; Hollway, 1984; Wortham, 2001) offers useful analytical tools to 
study the processes of identity construction in narrative practices. At the meta-level, 
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―[P]eople construct identities (however multiple and changing) by locating themselves of 
being located within a repertoire of emplotted stories‖ (Somers, 1994, p. 614). Within 
each narrative interaction, there are many levels of positioning relationships: between the 
narrator and what is being said, between the characters (including the narrator in the story) 
in the propositional content of the narrative, between speaker and hearer, between the 
narrator and dominant ideologies, widespread social practices and underlying power 
structures drawn together (De Fina, Schiffrin, & Bamberg, 2006). Note that these are 
tools for analysts to uncover the identity construction process that is underway during 
narrative practices. This does not mean that the narrators or co-participants are 
necessarily conscious of this process (Davies & Harre, 1990). 
 Specifically, Wortham (2001) suggests five linguistic sources that are windows to 
how positioning is achieved by the narrator: reference and predication (e.g. that woman); 
metapragmatic descriptors (…argues/lies/quarrels), quotation, evaluative indexicals 
(―lexical items, grammatical constructions, accents, or any of a number other linguistic 
patterns‖ which get associated with particular groups of people and when used by 
narrators or characters function are indices of these groups) and epistemic modalizers 
(expressions that reveal the kinds of access narrators have towards the narrated event and 
position them in the event in particular ways, as spectator, participant, etc.). These five 
linguistic devices, as will be shown, are useful tools to unveil Meiyue‘s and Jinglan‘s 
positionings and identity construction.  
In addition, of particular importance for the purpose of Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 is 
that positioning theory views agency as ―bi-directional.‖  On the one hand, historical, 
sociocultural forces in the form of dominant discourses or linguistic or social policies 
 58 
position speakers in their situated practices and social positions without their agentive 
involvement. On the other hand, speakers position themselves as active and interactive 
agents, and choose the linguistic, paralinguistic, and non-verbal resources by which they 
construct their identities vis-à-vis others as well as vis-à-vis dominant discourses (De 
Fina, Schiffrin, & Bamberg, 2006). As such, narratives, especially those told by marginal 
populations – in this case, historically-displaced, linguistically-marginalized population – 
serve as a powerful tool to reveal their agency and their voices.   
Another concept related to narrative identity construction that is useful for 
Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 is Zimmerman‘s (1998) notion of three levels of identities:  
1. Discourse identities: those that are related to the moment-by-moment 
alternation of roles. e.g. speaker-listener. 
 
2. Situated identities: those that are instantiated in particular situations. e.g. 
interviewer-interviewee; client-health care provider representative. 
 
3. Transportable identities: those deriving from more general characteristics of the 
individual; e.g. gender, ethnicity.  
 
The three levels of identity are useful in understanding how the three levels of 
identity are interrelated in Meiyue‘s and Jinglan‘s narrative identity construction. For 
example, Meiyue‘s rather transportable identity of an educated person is related to her 
role of a speaker and virtuoso storyteller; Jinglan‘s self-image as an illiterate person is 
related her discourse identity of a listener.   
Drawing from the above theoretical lenses, this chapter analyzes Meiyue‘s 
autobiographical narratives, illustrating how Meiyue uses multiple linguistic devices to 
position herself vis-à-vis others (her peers, other females, younger generations, and the 
researcher) and the master discourses across the narrated event and the event of narration. 
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She constructs strong learning and linguistic identities associated with her education in 
the Japanese period.  
The remainder of this chapter is organized as follows. I first delineate Meiyue‘s 
life from childhood to late adulthood. I then discuss her autobiographical narratives with 
regard to her education to explore how she constructs her linguistic and learning 
identities by positioning herself vis-à-vis others and the master narratives and official 
discourses. The analysis follows the chronological order of her educational history, from 
the precious opportunity to receive an education, the abrupt discontinuation of that 
education, to her participation in the senior classes in Sunet Mounoutain. The chapter 
concludes with a discussion of the main findings.    
 
Meiyue’s Life 
 Meiyue was born in 1933 to a vegetable farmer‘s family in a city that is a one 
hour train ride from Taipei City. With her father passing away when she was very little 
and her mother remarried, she and her younger brother were raised by her grandparents. 
Like many girls in her generation or earlier generations, Meiyue had to shoulder a lot of 
household responsibilities at a very young age. She learned to cook at age 7 and helped 
sell vegetables on the main street one block away from her house.   
 During the first 12 years of Meiyue‘s life, Taiwan was under the Japanese rule. 
Throughout most of this period (1937 to 1945, when Meiyue was 4 to 12 years of age), 
Japan was at war, first with China and then with the Allies. Meiyue‘s two uncles, the 
breadwinners of the family, were away in China and Southeast Asia, working as 
carpenters for their Japanese bosses. It was one of the uncles who insisted that Meiyue be 
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sent to school to receive an education, or else Meiyue would have been like the majority 
of girls in her generation without any education. By the end of the colonization, Meiyue 
had five years of Japanese education.  
The war had an immediate impact on Taiwan. Under the pressure of the ever-
expanding conflict, Japan had to mobilize all colonial resources and manpower (Chou, 
1996). In colonial Taiwan, foods were rationed; a vigorous national language campaign 
was launched; military volunteers were recruited. These measures, essential to Japan‘s 
war efforts, had a direct impact on Meiyue‘s childhood on a day-to-day basis. Meiyue 
had to stand in long lines for extended hours to get rationed goods; her school was 
constantly interrupted by air raids from the Allies. When the colonization collapsed along 
with the end of the war, her education also ended. Like many, she did not continue her 
education in Mandarin under the KMT rule.  
  Unlike most girls who were adopted during infancy, Meiyue was adopted when 
she was 14 by a wealthy and educated family in Taipei City. Her adoptive father 
managed a construction company. Her adoptive brother had a Japanese high school 
education and worked in a bank. She often read books from his library. Unlike many 
adopted daughters at the time, who were often mistreated (Tseng, 1998), Meiyue 
described herself as ―queen of the adopted daughters,‖ adored by the new family.  
 At age 22, through arrangement, Meiyue married Jianyi, a porter from Sunset 
Mountain, working in Taipei City at the time. Despite an agreement reached prior to the 
marriage that the couple would remain living in Taipei City, Meiyue had to move back to 
Sunset Mountain with her husband and three young sons to help with the family tea farm. 
They had three more sons, followed by one daughter, in Sunset Mountain. The fifth son 
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was given up for adoption. For the most part of their life in Sunset Mountain, like most 
farmers in the area, their life was hard economically. Meiyue had to learn tea farming 
from scratch. She also cared for her sick mother-in-law until she passed away two 
decades ago. Besides working on the tea farm, Meiyue also grew vegetables and used to 
sell them in a market in the city when it was not tea picking season.  
 Because of the family‘s poor economic situation, Meiyue and her husband could 
not afford their first four sons beyond junior high education. The second, third, and fourth 
sons all worked as apprentices in motorcycle repair after graduating from junior high 
school. They later each opened a motorcycle repair shop of their own. The eldest son, 
who passed away during my fieldwork, owned a small gas pipe construction business. 
The youngest two children in the family were more fortunate to receive a college 
education with the financial help of their elder brothers. All of the children are married 
with children and reside in cities within Taipei County. Altogether Meiyue has 7 
granddaughters and 5 grandsons. Meiyue helped care for three of these grandchildren for 
short periods of time before kindergarten when their parents were too busy managing the 
incipient businesses. Meiyue described her family as a ―big, harmonious‖ family. Her 
children and grandchildren paid frequent visits to her and her husband during weekends. 
 Meiyue‘s life was better off after the sons established their own businesses. With 
her sons‘ support, Meiyue and her husband do not need to depend on the farming income 
for a living. Meiyue was very mobile and active in her later years. She did not limit 
herself to the mountain home or the farm work as most Sunset Mountain elders did in 
their senior years. She would often take the community bus with the school children in 
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early mornings to the town center, made two or three transfers on the city buses and 
subways to get into the city to run errands or deliver farm products to the sons‘ homes. 
 In addition, Meiyue had opportunities to travel abroad in the past decade. Most of 
these trips were funded by her sons, or free trips sponsored by her sons‘ main motorcycle 
companies. She has been to many countries in Asia. Her favorite destination is Japan; she 
has visited Japan seven times. 
 Meiyue was also versatile and multi-talented, so that she had a variety of pastimes 
she could conduct alone at home, such as singing to karaoke, sewing, or practicing 
writing (in her case, writing means copying words from printed materials). 
 In recent years, Meiyue expanded her life into the public arena—she attended 
several classes offered in the township hall and the local elementary school for elders. 
She studied Mandarin, English, and Japanese at the elementary school, and joined the 
singing class in the township hall. She also attended the classes in her village, studying 
Mandarin literacy, singing, and fabric dyeing with a local plant. During the week days, 
her classes dotted two or three afternoons and one or two nights. She easily worked the 
classes into her existing busy routines, moving from farm work, senior classes, to city 
trips.  
To her children, Meiyue is not a ―traditional Taiwanese woman,‖ who succumbs 
to fate (renming). According to her daughter:  
My mother is not like a traditional Taiwanese woman. For example, they jia ji sui  
ji [literally ‗if you marry a chicken, you go anywhere the chicken goes,‘ referring   
to women‘s subordinate life after marriage]. Married women, other ordinary  
mothers, if they are over 60, and their children have all married and have good  
jobs, they would feel content about their lives. But I think my mother, although  
her children‘s lives are all very good now, still has regrets. For example, now she  
wants to go to study, it is because she did not study when she was little.  
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After devoting most of her married life to raising her children, now after her 
children all grew up and had their own families, Meiyue would rather broaden her life 
horizons in the pubic arena than attend to housework or her husband.  
  
Constructing Learning and Linguistic Identities  
 While Meiyue was growing up, education was not common as compared to 
postwar Taiwan‘s universal education. Whether one received an education depended on a 
host of intersecting social factors (gender, class, age), sociohistorical contingencies 
(changing political conditions and educational policies), and individual preferences (e.g. 
caretaker‘s personal linguistic ideologies). The result for one‘s prospect and trajectory of 
education is thus precarious and unpredictable. Meiyue‘s educational trajectory reflects 
this capricious nature.  
 The women who received education in the Japanese colonization period represent 
the first generations of educated women in the Taiwanese history. Meiyue was among 
these lucky ones. In this section, I examine Meiyue‘s autobiographical narratives to 
explore how Meiyue made sense of her education and its impact on her linguistic and 
learning identities as distinct from others and from what has been portrayed in the master 
and official narratives. The analysis follows the chronological order of the propositional 
content of her stories: her precious opportunity of receiving a Japanese education, the 
abrupt curtailing of that education and the lost opportunities of having a Mandarin 
education, and the impact of the early educational trajectory on her present life and her 
sense of self. Together, these narratives reveal that Meiyue constructs strong identities as 
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an educated, bilingual person that contests the dominant ideologies that render Japanese-
speaking elders and their Japanese ability invisible.     
Japanese primary education  
Meiyue was fortunate to receive a primary education because of her uncle‘s 
persistent requests made to her grandmother from abroad. Meiyue told me the following 
story numerous times on different occasions. Whenever she talked about her education, 
she would inevitably include this story as shown in Excerpt 2. Although nuanced 
differences exist between each telling, key phrases and dialogues appeared each time. 
Miller and colleagues have called this kind of repeated engagement with certain stories 
―story attachments,‖ which reveal the narrator‘s sustained emotional involvement in the 
narrated events (Alexander, Miller, & Hengst, 2001; Miller, Hoogstra, Mintz, Fung, & 
Williams, 1993). 
The narration below took place after she told me about how difficult it was for her 
to study Mandarin now.  
Excerpt 2: Mieyue‘s uncle insisted on her receiving an education  
1 
 
 
 
5 
 
 
 
 
10 
 
 
 
 
15 
 
Lin:  
 
Meiyue: 
You learned Japanese before, and now zhuyin (the phonetic 
system in Mandarin) is harder? 
Oh, my Japanese is good. Japanese, when I was 7. Back then 
children attended school at 8. There was no kindergarten back 
then. My uncles were abroad. They went abroad with their 
Japanese bosses. They were not military volunteers. And they 
kept sending telegrams back home. In the old days, it was 
telegram, [not telephones]. They sent telegrams repeatedly and 
said, ―These two grandchildren have no parents. We have to 
send them to school. Nowadays, people are useless in the 
society if they do not have an education.‖ My grandmother did 
not even let her own daughter go to school, how could it be 
possible that she let her granddaughter go to school? But later 
she changed her mind and said, ―Since we will let her go to 
school, it‘s useless she plays and jumps in the house all day, 
why don‘t we send her to school to study with other children 
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earlier? She could at least learn something there.‖  
 
[Continued in Excerpt 2 on another story] 
 
This rendition of the ―landmark event‖ (Linde, 1993) in which she was lucky to receive 
an education was told largely in monologue (lines 3-17). In response to my question 
about the comparison between her Japanese learning in childhood and Mandarin learning 
now, she launched into the telling of the landmark event, and I remained a silent attentive 
listener (lines 6-20). Furthermore, by incorporating a variety of linguistic devices (e.g. 
quotations, epistemic modalization, etc. see Wortham, 2001), she recounted what 
happened in a rhetorically effective manner.  
 In fact, giving extended, engaging accounts of personal stories is typical of 
Meiyue‘s narrative style across varying contexts, either with her illiterate peers, or with 
younger educated generations. In other words, she has a strong discourse identity of a 
speaker or narrator (Zimmerman, 1998). Discourse identities, according to Zimmerman 
(1998), are those that are related to the moment-by-moment alternation of roles, e.g. 
speaker-listener; questioner-answerer. As will be seen throughout this chapter and in 
comparison with Jinglan‘s narratives in the next chapter, the Japanese-educated as 
represented by Meiyue tend to have a stronger discourse identity of a speaker/narrator: 
they feel entitled to reporting events in the Japanese period, give longer stretches of 
narration, and render them in an affective and effective manner.  
 By contrast, the illiterate elders tend to adopt a discourse identity of a listener, 
especially when co-participating in a narrating event with a Japanese-educated elder. In 
particular, they do not feel entitled to speaking about the Japanese period. In Lin (2009), 
my intention to ask A-ma about her personal experience during the Japanese period was 
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met with resistance. As soon as she heard ―Japanese period,‖ she suggested that I go to 
talk to her sister instead, who had 8 years of Japanese education. Similarly, my 93-year-
old landlady on West Street in Sunset Mountain always nominated her next-door younger 
sister-in-law who had 6 years of Japanese education to tell me about the Japanese period. 
Here narrative asymmetry or inequality manifests in differentiation of entitlement to 
narrate (Ochs and Capps, 1996). An implication of this is that the illiterate elders do not 
consider themselves as part of the colonial empire. Their lives were untouched by the 
colonial government, and they did not consider themselves entitled to speak about the 
Japanese period. In contrast, those who once participated in the Japanese school system 
felt that they had a lot to say about that period and their education. This finding illustrates 
that discourse identity is intricately connected with social identities (i.e. the educated 
versus the uneducated).  
In addition, the fact that Meiyue told and re-told the above story to me indicates 
that the event recounted is of high tellibility (Ochs & Capps, 2001) to her, in that it 
hinges on a very significant dimension of who she is or who she was allowed to 
become—an educated person. Without her uncle‘s persistent telegrams sent from abroad, 
she would not have attended school. Indeed, Meiyue had every reason to feel blessed 
with the opportunity to receive an education, at a time when education for girls was just 
beginning to be embraced by the Taiwanese families. In the pre-colonial period, the 
traditional shufang education was almost exclusively for males and/or the elite.
18
 Even 
after the Japanese colonial government established a modern education system in 1898, 
intended for universal elementary education for all school-aged children, the rates of 
                                                 
18
 For example, in 1899, according to the Japanese government‘s investigation, only 126 girls attended 
shufang, in contrast to 25,089 boys. The ratio of girls to boys was .5% (Yu, 1988)  
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school-aged girls who enrolled in elementary schools was below 5% for the first 20 years 
(1898-1918). It took many years and considerable political pressure, especially during the 
war era (1937-1945), before the enrollment rates for girls increased to over 60% by the 
end of the colonization in 1945. In spite of this increase, in the year Meiyue attended 
primary school (1941), almost half of school-aged girls still did not attend school.
19
 In 
other words, Meiyue could easily have become the unfortunate half of the uneducated, 
had it not been for her uncle‘s insistence on her obtaining an education.20 Thus, by 
repeatedly telling this story, Meiyue positioned herself vis-à-vis other girls of her 
generation who did not have an education.  
In addition, she also compared herself with her paternal grandmother‘s daughter, 
her aunt. Her grandmother did not let her aunt go to school. Once more, her uncle‘s 
intervention prevented Meiyue from repeating her aunt‘s fate. In Meiyue‘s perspective, 
whether one gets to go to school depends on one‘s caretaker‘s wishes. Since her 
grandmother did not send her own daughter to school, Meiyue had no reason to believe 
that her grandmother would send her to school. Moreover, by repeatedly telling this story, 
not only does Meiyue position herself vis-à-vis the women of her own generation, but 
also she locates herself in relation to women of the previous generation. As will be seen 
throughout her narratives, she articulates who she is by implicitly or explicitly 
positioning herself vis-à-vis other characters in her narrative. In other words, the meaning 
of who she is, in large part hinges on who she is not.  
                                                 
19
 Despite the increase of the enrollment rate, the dropout rate remained high throughout the Japanese rule. 
Within the 40-year duration of Japanese elementary education, only around 10% of the students graduated 
from elementary school without dropping out. (See Yu, 1988, p. 250). 
20
 By contrast, the enrollment rates for boys had increased from 8.15% to 25.13% in the first 20 years of the 
mass education system and reached 80% by the end of the Japanese rule.
20
 The rates for Japanese girls 
residing in Taiwan were even higher, increasing from 90% to 100% by 1945. 
 
 68 
Furthermore, in this narrative, Meiyue positioned herself as a historical subject 
vis-a-vis me, her interlocutor, in the storytelling event or narrating event (Wortham, 
2001), by supplying historical contexts (e.g. ―Back then children attended school at 8. 
There was no kindergarten back then.‖ ―In the old days, it was telegram, [not 
telephones].‖ Although I am familiar with these contexts from reading literature and from 
my continuous research with Taiwanese elders, I let her inhabit this epistemic stance, 
which, in a sense, voices the Japanese-educated, whose lived experiences include 
personal involvement with the Japanese education system.   
 The next example (Excerpt 3) shows the other half of Meiyue‘s long stretch of 
monologue continuing from Excerpt 2. In this excerpt, Meiyue recounted another 
important fortunate event which contributes to her advancement to the second grade 
without repeating the first grade, thus finishing the fifth grade, instead of fourth grade 
when the colonization was over. 
 Excerpt 3: One year ahead in the primary education  
 [Continued after Excerpt 2] 
1 
 
 
 
5 
 
 
 
 
10 
 
 
 
 
15 
 
Meiyue:  
 
 
So I went as a ―tag-along‖ student. Our first semester was 
taught by a Taiwanese deputy principal surnamed Liao. The 
second semester we changed to a Japanese lady. Silaisi sensei 
[in Japanese, Teacher Silaisi]. And Silaisi sensei came to visit. 
In the past, on April 1, school started after vacation and others 
graduated. So right before the school started again, [she came 
for] a home visit. Our house was near the school, just a wall and 
a street away. My teacher said she would visit. And she came 
and asked me to translate for her. She, a Japanese lady, did not 
speak Hoklo. She said,  ―Your granddaughter is smart. She 
could follow the instruction. Do you want to let her advance to 
the second grade?‖ And she asked me to translate. And I 
translated. And my grandmother replied, ―Of course. If she can 
advance to the second grade, she can study one year less. How 
can I not let her go up to the second grade? OK. OK.‖ Then I 
went straight to the second grade. When the war ended, I was 
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 already in the fifth grade. Or else, I would have been only in the 
fourth grade.  
 
When her grandmother sent her to school at age seven, the idea was for her to study in 
the first grade twice--so she would be the same age as other students from the second 
time of her first grade onward. It turned out that Meiyue was more than a ―tag-along‖ (ji-
xue) student. She could learn as well as her classmates, one year her senior. With her 
Japanese teacher‘s recognition of her talent and her active support and help, Meiyue was 
able to advance to the second grade.   
The significance of this event has to be viewed from the historical context of the 
capricious nature of one‘s education in Meiyue‘s generation. In Meiyue‘s case, this one 
year ahead made a tremendous difference because the unstable situations toward the end 
of war and after the transition of power to the KMT disrupted the education of many 
Taiwanese people. Toward the end of the war, air raids by the Allies frequently 
interrupted school. As Meiyue recounted, ―We didn‘t study much. Whenever there were 
air bombings, kongxiu keio (in Japanese), then we did not go to school. […] We only 
studied about half of the time during the last year of the war.‖21 Thus, being able to 
advance to the second grade without repeating the first grade means Meiyue was able to 
have one more year of education before her education trajectory was abruptly 
discontinued.  
Note that Meiyue reconstructs or animates (Goffman, 1979) the dialogue between 
the Japanese teacher and her grandmother, with her younger self being the third character 
acting as a translator in the story world. Reported or quoted speech has been discussed as 
―a pivotal site for seeing how speakers can incarnate potentially multiple, alternative 
                                                 
21
 Memories of study being disrupted by Allies air bombings are almost universal among the wartime 
generation. Stories like these have been repeatedly told by this generation (Chiu, 2007).   
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versions of self‖ (Koven, 2007, p. 100). Through reported speech, narrators can borrow 
the voices of others to construct their own identity. In the above excerpt, Meiyue used the 
words of a figure of authority (i.e. her Japanese teacher) to construct her younger self as 
being smart. As will be seen throughout her narratives discussed below, Meiyue uses 
various devices to construct a coherent identity of being smart.  
Furthermore, by using the ―verb of saying‖ – ―translate,‖ as a metapragmatic 
descriptor (see Wortham, 2001, p. 71-72), Meiyue constructs her younger self as 
bilingual in Hoklo and Japanese. Examined from the historical context, such bilingual 
ability is not a given, but a rarity. Only those who were lucky to go to school had the 
opportunity to learn the Japanese language. Thus, this metapragmatic descriptor is 
indexical of a specific social group of Taiwanese elders, who were younger and educated. 
While the propositional content reveals her luck of saving one year in primary school, the 
examination of these linguistic cues reveals Meiyue‘s active construction of her linguistic, 
educated, and smart identities.  
 The following excerpt further illustrates Meiyue‘s identity construction of being 
smart and being an avid learner.  
 Excerpt 4: Meiyue as an avid learner 
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Lin:  
Meiyue:  
 
Lin:  
Meiyue:  
 
 
Lin:  
Meiyue:   
 
So you learned language quickly.  
Yes, and I wouldn‘t be like, be like naughty [in Mandarin] like 
others. I wouldn‘t.  
I see.  
What‘s more, during the breaks, the other students all played 
outside. My teacher would ask me to [go out]. But I would like 
to practice writing, or do this or do that. I didn‘t go out to play.  
So you‘ve loved to study since you were a child.  
Yes. Yes. I always stayed quietly in the classroom, doing this 
and that quietly. I didn‘t go out to play. When the teacher saw 
me, the teacher said, ―It‘s only 10 minutes.‖ And the teacher 
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15 
 
 
always hurried me to go out to play. […] I didn‘t like to lose. I 
was very competitive. (laugh) In the second year, we had 
abacus class. The teacher read from one, in the Japanese period, 
one, two, three, four, five [in Japanese], and the teacher read on 
[for us to do addition]. When the teacher finished, I had the 
answer. 
 
In this excerpt, Meiyue depicted herself as an avid learner who studied even during 
breaks at school. She positioned herself in relation to her peer students who were 
―naughty‖ and ―all played outside.‖ Her strong will to learn was noticed by her teacher, 
who urged her to go out to play. But she persisted staying inside doing academic work. 
She then described herself as being competitive and using the abacus example to 
illustrate how well she did in school.  
 In the meantime, by switching to Japanese when she counted the numbers one 
through five, she again performs her identity of a Japanese speaker vis-à-vis me as a non-
Japanese speaker in the storytelling event. In addition, by not translating the numbers into 
Hoklo, and instead using the actual language the Japanese teacher was using in her 
primary classroom, she gave herself a privileged epistemological position because she 
was once in the classroom and know what happened in the classroom. This again is a 
strategy to implicitly present herself as having been educated in the Japanese period.  
This event is significant in another sense. Not everyone who went to school ended 
up learning the language or finishing school, letting alone doing well in school. To many 
people in rural areas, for example, in Sunset Mountain, five years of Japanese education 
often amounted to nothing more than rudimentary knowledge of Japanese because they 
had to skip a lot of classes to help out on the family farms, apart from the interruptions 
from the air bombings. Meiyue contrasted herself with her sister-in-law, who grew up in 
Sunset Mountain, to illustrate this point: ―My husband‘s fourth younger sister said to me 
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the other day, ‗We are the same age, how come you managed to [master Japanese], but I 
did not.‘ I said, ‗You did not practice.‘ Living in the mountains, she went to school as if 
she had never attended school. They didn‘t study much in the mountains.‖22 Here again, 
by quoting her sister-in-law, Meiyue constructed her linguistic identity as a proficient 
Japanese speaker. In this stretch of reconstructed dialogue, she also positioned herself as 
a girl from the city in relation to her sister-in-law as from the rural mountain areas.  
 The following excerpt further shows Meiyue‘s construction as an avid learner. 
Again this depicted event was narrated and re-narrated several times over the course of 
my research during interviews and conversations. The theme of the narrative is how she 
insisted on going to school even when she contracted malaria.  
 Excerpt 5: Mieyue never missed a class 
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Meiyue:  
Lin:  
Meiyue: 
 
Lin:  
Meiyue:  
Lin:  
Meiyue:  
 
 
Lin:  
Meiyue:  
 
Lin:  
Meiyue:  
I loved to study most. (laugh) 
Um. 
(Raises the volume and the tone) When I was a student, I never 
took a day off!  
Um.  
However sick I was,  
You still went to school.  
Yes. Yes. Once in the Japanese period I contracted malaria. I 
had fevers, and sometimes I was cold and sometimes I felt hot. 
My grandmother asked me not to go to school.  
Yes. 
I had my book bag on my back, and half way to the school, the 
school was very near [our house],  
Yes.  
Half way to the school, I collapsed on the street, and I could not 
make it back home. The neighbors saw me and they went to get 
my grandfather to carry me home. I was 12, and my grandfather 
had me on his back (laugh). My legs were long, dangling. And 
my grandfather took me home. 
 
                                                 
22
 Several other elders who were born and grew up in Sunset Mountain maintained that they did not learn 
much from their Japanese elementary education, and they did not consider themselves literate in Japanese.  
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After making explicit claim that she loved to study most, Meiyue used the example of her 
insisting on going to school in spite of being heavily sick to illustrate her point. She 
voiced her grandmother who cared about her health and at the same time thought it was 
all right to skip class to contrast herself as someone with a strong will to learn and to 
never miss a class. She also depicted the amusing scene in which she a teenager was on 
her grandfather‘s back with her two long legs dangling. This dramatic and unusual 
scenario in a sense increases the tellibility of this event, and indeed, Meiyue told this 
incident multiple times.  
 As studious, competitive, and competent as Meiyue was, it was only natural that 
she would want to study as much as possible, circumstances permitted. She was chosen to 
attend after-school classes at the Japanese teacher‘s house to prepare for the middle 
school entrance examination.
23
 In Excerpt 6, she depicted the after-school classes: 
Excerpt 6: Meiyue was chosen to be advanced to receive free class in the Japanese 
teacher‘s house. 
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Meiyue:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Lin:   
 
Meiyue:  
In the past, two years [prior to junior high school], the teacher 
picked 10 people to study at her house. After-school learning 
(buxi). Entirely free classes. In the past, the teacher volunteered 
to do this. And she told us that she was preparing us for 
gaodengke. Gaodengke was two-year study after primary 
school. The teacher often picked 10 or 12 students to give after-
school classes in her house. We all kneeled on the tatami [a 
traditional type of Japanese flooring] and studied. Ah, oh, and 
her, her mother, our teacher was not married yet. And when she 
taught, her mother made rice cakes for us to eat. Those were so 
delicious! It was New Year and they made rice cakes to treat us. 
Oh, So you went there to have class and you also had delicious 
food to eat! 
Oh, yes, they treated us. So one New Year, my grandmother 
                                                 
23
 Although the colonial government encouraged Taiwanese children to attend elementary school, as a 
discriminatory measure against Taiwanese, the higher learning was systematically discouraged. Many elite 
families in Taiwan therefore sent their children to Japan for high school and university education. (see 
Chou, 2006; Yu, 1988).   
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said, ―Your sensei often treated you.‖ In the past, we called 
[teachers] sensei. ―You take these two big oranges to give to 
your sensei.‖ And we, our family was poor, we had nothing 
better to give to the teacher. [laugh]   
 
In this narrative, Meiyue located herself among those being chosen to receive free 
classes for entering gaodengke, which indexes her excellence in academic performance.  
What‘s more, the propositional content reveals the close bond between the 
Japanese teacher and the students: the teacher offered free classes at her home and (the 
teacher‘s mother) even provided desserts for the students. Note that she stressed that the 
classes are free by adding an intensifier ―entirely‖ to emphasize the teacher‘s altruism 
and loving character. The following sentence explains the historical context ―In the past, 
the teachers volunteered to do this.‖ This contextualization cue has to be read against the 
teachers in contemporary Taiwan who offer after school classes to make money. As such, 
this contextualization cue also indirectly commented on contemporary Taiwanese 
teachers‘ inferior moral status as compared to the Japanese teachers‘ altruism.  
Importantly, through this narrative, Meiyue evokes a local social universe 
associated with Japanese schooling filled with characters such as loving teachers and 
studious students and inserting herself in this universe as a good and well-loved student. 
In fact, the theme of close relationship with Japanese teachers has been evoked in almost 
all my interviews with the Japanese educated elders in Sunsent Mountain. Other fond 
memories of the Japanese teachers include events such as visiting Japanese teachers at 
the teachers‘ apartment located a short distance upstream along the river in front of the 
primary school; Japanese teachers telling stories to their students in the courtyard of the 
Buddhist temple in front of the school under the starry sky. The bond remained until 
today when the young students are now aged grandmothers. Stories are told of former 
 75 
Japanese teachers and principal returning to visit, and of the elders visiting their former 
teachers in Japan. Seeing from this light, the mention of her Japanese teacher serves as a 
contextualization cue that points to a past social universe inhabited by loving teachers 
and good students.  
If the Japanese rule had continued after 1945, Meiyue would have had secondary 
or even higher education in Japanese. However, the preparation for gaodengke became 
meaningless because there was no more gaodengke in the new regime under the KMT 
rule.  
Education discontinued 
Meiyue was lucky to have received an education only to have it abruptly 
circumvented by the end of the Japanese rule. What‘s worse, Japanese was banned in 
1947, two years after the KMT took over Taiwan. Incapable of speaking or reading 
Mandarin, and unable to use Japanese, an entire generation of Japanese educated 
Taiwanese found themselves being reduced to the uneducated class and became virtually 
―illiterate‖ (Chou, 2006). If the Japanese rule had continued after 1945, Meiyue would 
have had secondary or even higher education in Japanese. Unfortunately, the transition of 
power not only truncated the Japanese education but made the continuation of education 
in Mandarin difficult. 
After the KMT took over Taiwan, the Mandarin-only policy was quickly put in 
place. Schooling began to be conducted in Mandarin, the new ―national language‖ few 
Taiwanese spoke or understood at the time. The political transition truncated education 
for many in Meiyue‘s generation. Few, if any, made a smooth transition from the 
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Japanese education to the post-war Mandarin education because of the challenges of 
learning via a new language.  
Meiyue did have two potential opportunities to continue her education in the new 
regime, but each was capriciously stalled. After the war, Meiyue continued her primary 
education in Mandarin briefly before her grandmother forbade her to go to school. In the 
following excerpt, Meiyue recounted the reason why her grandmother stopped her from 
studying Mandarin.  
Excerpt 7: Disruption of education  
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Meiyue:   
 
Lin:  
Meiyue:  
 
 
Lin:  
Meiyue: 
 
 
Lin:   
Meiyue:  
After 1945, the school taught xiao didi xiao meimei [little 
brother, little sister]. I recited what I learned at home.  
Yes.  
My grandmother, that ancient person, went, ―What kind of 
teacher is that? How can the teacher teach xiao [a homophone to 
a Taiwanese dirty word]!?  
(laughs) 
She said, ―What the teacher taught was so unpleasant to hear. 
Don‘t go to school any more!‖ So she forbade me to go to 
school. 
So that happened soon after you went to [Mandarin] school?  
That‘s right. And I did not have any more school. 
 
 
Reference and predication is a useful device for the narrator to characterize the 
characters in the story world and position himself or herself with respect to those 
characters (Wortham, 2001). Meiyue‘s choice of the referring expression ―that ancient 
person‖ (line 5) revealed her negative evaluation of her grandmother in forbidding her to 
study Mandarin based on her idiosyncratic dislike of a specific Mandarin sound. This 
reason, although reflecting the personal language ideology of her grandmother, drew 
laughter from me (line 7).  By using the reference ―an ancient person,‖ Meiyue positioned 
herself as a modern and progressive person who valued education vis-à-vis her 
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grandmother as backward, unable to appreciate the importance of education. However, in 
the past, the grandmother had the absolute authority to decide the fate of her education 
and the result was as Meiyue concluded, ―And I did not have any more school.‖  
In fact, another opportunity for education arose two years later when Meiyue was 
14, but the rekindled hope for education evaporated before it could be realized. Her future 
adoptive father agreed to send her to school if she agreed to be adopted. Although girl 
adoption was still popular in the early post-war years, it was unusual for a girl to be 
adopted in her teens. However, Meiyue was willing to be adopted because of the prospect 
of going back to school, to study Mandarin.  In the excerpt below, Meiyue recounted how 
this rare opportunity regrettably vanished.  
Excerpt 8: Rekindled and crushed hope for Mandarin education  
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Meiyue:   
 
 
Lin:  
Meiyue:  
 
 
 
Lin:  
Meiyue: 
 
Lin:   
Meiyue:  
It would have been very rare if anybody could have studied at 
that time. First I stopped school because of my grandmother‘s 
objection for my studying Chinese.   
Yes. 
I stopped school. And then I was adopted. I was hoping, I was 
thinking he said if he adopted me, he would send me, send me 
to school. I thought I did not know Chinese literacy (Hanzi). So 
I said OK. 
Uh.  
Because he said he would let me go to school, I said OK to the 
adoption.   
Right.  
But then my ID application had some problem. Then I didn‘t go 
to school. […]  [After the war], the life was hard, and then I 
came to Taipei with my relative, and he [her adoptive father] 
liked me, and then I became his adopted daughter. And then I 
did not study again. And then I had to give up (in tears). 
 
Meiyue would have been among the lucky few Japanese-educated school-aged children 
to continue education in Mandarin, had she gone back to school as her adoptive father 
planned. Watching so rare an opportunity to evaporate made the loss even graver. In this 
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narrative, she stressed that she wanted to study Chinese (―I thought I did not know 
Chinese literacy) (line 7), meaning that not only did she want to continue education, but 
she was aware of the sociolinguistic change and wanted to acquire the then new language. 
As scholars have pointed out, autobiographical narratives, as constructed retrospectively, 
are governed by their ways of ending, that is, by the present situation in which the 
narrators find themselves (Mishler, 2006; Ricour, 1980; Somers, 1994). The implication 
of this event is long-lasting: as the society and the younger generation has since become 
Mandarin-dominant, Meiyue‘s non-Mandarin speaking status has located her in the 
sociolinguistically peripheral position in the ―linguistic market‖ (Bourdieu, 1991) 
dominated by Mandarin.  As such, in this narrative, Meiyue is also voicing vis-a-vis the 
younger Mandarin-speaking generations.  
Juxtaposing this narrative with earlier excerpts in which she presented herself as a 
Hoklo-Japanese bilingual speaker, we see multiple fragmented linguistic identities 
enacted across narratives: although she is proud of her Japanese education, being unable 
to learn Mandarin remains a regret.  
Finally, after ―digressing‖ to talk about her life in the adoptive family (which was 
not included in the excerpt), she returned to the theme of education, summing up a series 
of events leading to the rise and eventual crash of the opportunity for education (lines 14-
17). She used a series of syntactically paralleled short sentences, each starting with ―and 
then‖ to convey the capricious nature of events: one unexpected event leading to another 
until finally she was forced to ―give up.‖  This sequence ends with her crying.  
In summary, the stories she assembled to tell about her education in her formative 
years as analyzed in this section reveal a theme that historical contingencies have located 
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her in a sociolinguistically marginal position, but she constructs strong learning and 
linguistic identities vis-à-vis others and the master and official narratives.  
Looking Back 
Being deprived of cultivation   
 In her later years after attending the senior classes, Meiyue often received 
comments about her being ―deprived of cultivation‖ (qian zaipei), a concept to relate to 
the unfortunate state of those who are smart being deprived of education. Saying 
someone is qian zaipei is like saying, ―You would be very successful now, had you been 
given the opportunity to receive education,‖ at once acknowledging one‘s intelligence 
and lamenting on one‘s lost opportunities. In the following excerpt, Meiyue applied this 
concept to both herself and her sons.   
 Excerpt 9: Being deprived of cultivation 
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Meiyue:   
 
 
 
 
 
Lin:  
Meiyue:  
 
  
My [Mandarin] teacher [in the elder education program] said 
that I was qian zaipei. I said, ―Me? My sons were qian zaipei, 
too! Not only me!‖ Oh, I saw my second son‘s drawings of 
Taipei city‘s streets, street by street, lane by lane. And we didn‘t 
let them study more. I felt, I felt so sad. Every time I saw those 
drawings, I felt sad. (Almost cries) 
I see. What drawings? 
He drew in his school exams, he drew everything. I said, ―This 
kind of talents and we did not let him study more!‖ This teacher 
said I was qian zaipei, I said my sons, my several sons were 
qian zaipei! Some people they don‘t like studying, but my sons 
were good at studies. But they said, ―You were poor, I would 
just go make money. I would not use your money. That‘s 
them.‖ 
 
Struggling economically, Meiyue and her husband were unable to afford their first 
four sons‘ schooling beyond the nine-year compulsory education,24 at which Meiyue felt 
                                                 
24
 Nine-year compulsory education was implemented by the KMT government in 1968. In 1975, the 
enrollment for elementary school reached 99%; in 1984, the enrollment rate for junior high school also 
reached 99%.  
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extremely disappointed. The loss was profound because in her eyes, her sons were very 
bright and because even after she herself had tasted the disappointment of being deprived 
of further education, she had to see her sons experience the same misfortune. 
 The theme of qian zaipei appeared several times in our conversations and 
interviews; she did mention her sons in every telling. She would quote in passing the 
Mandarin teacher marveling at her intelligence and lamented that she was qian zaipei. 
Just as she quoted another authority figure, her Japanese teacher, in the earlier example, 
through ventriloquating her Mandarin teacher in the senior education program, she 
consistently positioned herself as being smart and deserving better education.  
Education again in senior years! 
The senior classes that Meiyue attended in a sense represent a second chance of 
education for her and many other elders – a second chance to reconnect with the dream of 
receiving (more) education. For example, a female elder (Mingjun) cried nonstop when 
the Japanese class offered at Sunset Mountain Primary School for elders ended and the 
school was not certain whether there would be funding for another semester of class. 
Mingjun couldn‘t stop crying at the end-of-semester potluck activity, hugging the teacher, 
thanking her and lamenting why she hadn‘t known about this class earlier. She attended 
the class after several years it started. Likewise, Meiyue, and other students, participated 
in the senior classes with enthusiasm. The following narrative is telling of how Meiyue 
embraced the new opportunity to study.  
Excerpt 10: Going to class again  
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Meiyue: 
Lin:  
Meiyue:  
 
When I have class, 
Uh. 
And I was picking tea on the farm. From where I picked tea, I 
could see the road. I was dressed, and my book bag was ready 
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Lin:  
Meiyue:  
 
 
 
Lin: 
Meiyue:  
Lin: 
Meiyue:  
 
 
Lin: 
Meiyue:  
 
Lin:  
Meiyue:  
Lin: 
too. So when the community bus came, I put down the tea 
basket, I turned and left. I said, ―I am going. I am not picking 
tea any more.‖  
(laughs) 
(laughs). I don‘t care. (laughs) Let him [pick tea]. When I 
wanted to go, I turned and said, ―I am going. I am not picking 
tea.‖ (laughs). That old guy, when he went home, he would take 
[the tea I picked] home to dry.  
Yes.  
And I said, ―I‘m going.‖ 
You are already dressed for the class? 
Yes. I was dressed. I was prepared. I know when the 
community bus would come. When I saw it, I put down the tea 
basket and left.  
(laughs) 
(laughs) I was prepared. I could take my book bag and left. I 
hung my book bag on the tree.  
Oh, yes. 
When I studied, I was so enthusiastic.  
Right.  
 
This story was told right after Excerpt 5 in which she depicted her insisting on going to 
school despite having contracted malaria. By stringing the two events together—one in 
the distant past in her childhood and the other in the present, she constructs a consistent 
identity of an avid learner.  
 Note that she quoted herself multiple times, ―I‘m going.‖ This short sentence 
illustrates her determination and aspiration for learning. And unlike before when she was 
a child, this time, she could make her own decision of attending school without being 
stopped by anyone, not even her husband. Some female elders have husbands, who did 
not like to see their wives go to classes many times a week. Furthermore, going to the 
senior classes is Meiyue‘s priority; as for picking tea, she left it to her husband. She 
juggled the farm work and her classes efficiently by dressing for the class when picking 
tea and taking her book bag to the farm and hanging it on the tree.   
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Affinity towards Japan and the Japanese language 
 As has been well documented in the literature (Chen, 2002a, 2002b; Chou, 2006; 
Lee, 2004; Lin, 2005; Huang, 1999; Peng-er & Chong, 2004), the Japanese education, 
albeit comparatively brief by today‘s standard, registered a long-lasting impact on the 
Japanese-educated elders in Taiwan. Meiyue was no exception. In this final section of 
analysis of her autobiographical narratives, I discuss Meiyue‘s affinity toward Japan and 
the Japanese language and the effects of such affinity on her identity construction.  
 In the past decade, Meiyue has had numerous opportunities to travel abroad. Her 
favorite country remains Japan. The affinity toward Japanese culture and her ability to 
speak the Japanese language accounted for her enthusiasm in visiting Japan. In the 
following excerpt, she proudly recounted how the younger travel companions depended 
on her Japanese to shop in Japan.   
Excerpt 11: Translating for younger Mandarin-speaking generation 
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Lin: 
Meiyue: 
 
 
 
Lin:  
Meiyue:  
 
Lin:  
Meiyue:  
 
So you like to go to Japan more? 
Yes. Because I studied Japanese when I was little, I can more or 
less communicate. So I love to visit Japan all the more. Some of 
the bosses‘ wives, they are young, in their thirties or forties, in 
that generation. They all loved to be with me.  
I see.  
At night when there were no tour schedules, they asked me to 
shop with them, (laughs), to buy things.  
So you can translate for them. 
Yes. I say things for them, what they want to buy. I said to him 
[the Japanese clerk]. 
 
She thus constructs her Japanese linguistic identity by positioning herself vis-à-vis the 
Mandarin speaking younger generation. Her Japanese proficiency functions in a practical 
sense in helping the young wives to complete transactions.  
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 She then continued with another story in which she helped translate for Jinglan 
while visiting Japan. This story illustrates that she positions her linguistic identity in 
relation to Jinglan‘s. Jinglan was charged fees for watching films in the hotel, and 
Meiyue helped translate this situation to the confused Jinglan, who was being asked to 
pay at the checkout counter. She added an evaluative comment when narrating this 
incident, ―She [Jinglan] did not read Japanese. When she watched, she did not know she 
would be charged! (laughs)‖  Taken together, we see Meiyue construct a positive 
linguistic identity associated with her Japanese ability in relation to both the younger 
generation and her peer generation who do not speak Japanese. Through these stories, she 
enacted a multilingual identity that contrasts what has been represented in the master 
narrative or official discourse that either erases or stigmatizes the Japanese element in her 
linguistic repertoire.  
 Importantly, for the Japanese-educated population in Taiwan, Japan along with its 
language and culture has been symbolic of modernity (Chen, 2002a; Lee 2004). This 
indexical linkage is personally meaningful and significant because in the elders‘ eyes, 
they are implicated as part of that modernity as a result of their Japanese education. That 
identity becomes even more important because the other element in their linguistic 
repertoire, Hoklo, has been associated with backwardness and illiteracy since the postwar 
years. While official discourses stigmatize this population as possessing ―slave 
mentality‖ for learning and speaking the colonial language,  for the so-called Japanese 
generation, ―colonial‖ modernity is a ―lived experience‖ (Lee, 2004), for they have 
―tasted the fruits of modernization‖ (Chen, 2002a, p. 87) in their formative years. 
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After the 1895 Sino-Japanese war, Japan acquired Taiwan from the Qing empire 
and started its 50-year colonial rule in Taiwan. Aspiring to be admitted into the 
community of the world‘s great colonial powers, Japan recognized that the administration 
of Taiwan would become ―a colonial laboratory for policy and a testing ground for 
administrators.‖ (Kerr, 1974, p. 20). The colonial government not only considerably 
improved the infrastructure of Taiwan and promoted economic growth and better health 
standards, but also successfully practiced a policy of integrating the Taiwanese 
population into the empire through Japanese education (Ching, 2001; Peng-er & Chong, 
2004).   
As many local scholars have argued, Taiwanese elders‘ affinity towards Japan 
intensified when it was in sharp contrast with the harder life in the post-Japanese, KMT 
era (Chen, 2002a, 2002b; Huang, 1999; Lee, 2004; Lin, 2005; Peng-er & Chong, 2004). 
In addition to the language and culture policies to eradicate Japanese influence and 
suppress local Taiwanese identity and languages, the rampant corruption of the KMT 
regime, the initial lack of law and order, the massacre of Taiwanese by KMT troops 
following the famous February 28 incident in 1947, and the ―white terror‖ in the 1950s 
made the KMT regime ―more repugnant than Japanese colonial rule‖ (Peng-er & Chong, 
2004, p. 251). In the aftermath of the February 28 Incident in 1947, uprising of the 
Taiwanese against the KMT regime, over 20,000 Japanese-educated Taiwanese elites 
were killed or imprisoned. The KMT attributed the uprising to Taiwanese people‘s 
―poisoning‖ by Japanese education,25 and subsequently banned the use of Japanese,26 
denouncing those who spoke it as being ―slaved.‖ 
                                                 
25
 Chen Yi, the head of Taiwan Provincial Administrative Executive Office, addressed his staff after the 
Incident: ―What caused the Incident is the instigating propaganda and poisonous ideas produced by 51 
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 Characterizing the affinity Taiwanese elders felt toward the Japanese during the 
transition of power after the war, Chen (2002a) maintains that for the ben-sheng-ren 
population, ―…to desire to live under the ruling of the Japanese is psychically 
understandable, since the Japanese modernizer moved Taiwan ‗forward‘. Whereas the 
KMT regime, as the symbol of China, is unbearable for its backwardness, ‗they‘ are 
worse than ‗we‘ are, so how can they govern us?‖ (p. 87-88).  
 The sentiments of ―everything Japanese is good‖ (Lee, 2004) are still vibrant 
today. The following is one of the many narratives told by Meiyue about her admiration 
of Japanese people and culture. The narrated event took place on one of her travels to 
Japan.  
 Excerpt 12: Nostalgia for the Japanese culture  
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5 
 
 
 
 
10 
 
 
 
Lin: 
Meiyue: 
Lin:  
Meiyue:  
 
  
You just talked about not loving to go to China.  
No. I don‘t like them.  
But you love to go to Japan? 
Once when I visited Japan, I exchanged some Japanese money 
there on the first day. I forgot to put it in my purse. I put it at the 
desk in the hotel room and I forgot and left. And if this were to 
happen in mainland [China], they would simply take the money. 
Who would return the money to you!? But there when I walked 
to our tour bus, that, that Japanese lady ran to me, saying ‗o ba 
sang ,o ba sang, am ta no ka me mo te nia e ne‖ (in Japanese, in 
gentle soft voice). She told me that I did not take my money. 
And she gave me back the money. They Japanese have proper 
behavior. 
 
Recounting this event of getting her lost money back, Meiyue depicted ―that 
Japanese lady‖ as an honest person and concluded in a generalized statement, ―The 
                                                                                                                                                 
years of Japanese rule‖ (quoted in Chou, 2006, p. 131). The editorial of Taiwan xinsheng bao (the main 
newspaper in Taiwan at that time) commented, ―The Incident was neither for political reforms nor mass 
uprisings; it was entirely a transient revival of Japanese education and was instigated by the remaining 
poisonous factors of Japanese through‖ (quoted in Chou, 2006, p. 131).  
26
 In 1946, one year after the KMT took over Taiwan, the Japanese language had been banned from 
newspapers and magazines (Chou, 2006). 
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Japanese have proper behavior.‖ She also switched to Japanese to directly quote the 
Japanese lady. The Japanese code and the changed tone in soft gentle voice are 
―evaluative indexicals‖ (Wortham, 2001) that link the language with the good behavior of 
the Japanese lady. She then translated the Japanese sentence for me, positioning me as 
members of the younger generation who do not speak Japanese and constructing her 
bilingual identity. Furthermore, she contrasted the Japanese with the Chinese, evoking a 
hypothetical situation where if a similar situation happens in China, ―they‖ the Chinese 
people would take the money. By juxtaposing the two cultural groups and enacting her 
Japanese speaking identity, she aligns herself with the ―modern‖ Japanese, and distances 
herself from the ―backward‖ Chinese.   
 Such sentiments and identity construction are evident in almost all my interviews 
with the Japanese-educated elders in Sunset Mountain. Following Hill (1992), I suggest 
that we view Taiwanese elders‘ discourse of nostalgia as ideological in both ―ideational‖ 
and ―pragmatic‖ senses. That is, not only does the nostalgia discourse consist of a set of 
statements about the Japanese people and their language, but, through the act of explicit 
or implicit positive evaluations of them, people who benefit from the past use their 
(Japanese) linguistic and cultural capital in crafting their multilingual and multicultural 
identity. In other words, we see the elders, as represented by Meiyue, creatively use their 
linguistic and cultural capital cultivated in the ―Japanese period‖ in their present life, 
positioning themselves vis-à-vis either the younger generations or their peers who do not 
speak Japanese, thus constructing a positive linguistic identity associated with 
Japanese/colonial modernity.   
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Conclusion   
 This chapter has shown that through autobiographical narrative, Meiyue 
constructs strong linguistic and educational identities with relation to others and master 
narratives. Positioning theory has been helpful in demonstrating her identity construction 
process, in which she distinguishes herself from others to construct a unique positive 
identity for herself. The distinction is very important. Without it, it denies who they are. 
They are either invisible, conflated with their uneducated peers, or located lower in the 
linguistic hierarchy than the younger Mandarin-speaking generations. A female elder 
who had eight years of Japanese education and retired from a career of nursing, 
indignantly told me, ―Some young college students came to interview me. They asked me, 
‗Did you have education?‘ I was very upset. I did not want to answer them. That was 
rude. How can they ask ‗Did you have education?‘ They should ask ‗How many years of 
education did you have?‘ I don‘t want to talk to them.‖ For her, Meiyue, and other 
Japanese-educated elders, who they are hinges on who they are not; they are Japanese 
literate and educated—they are not illiterate or uneducated. Through biographical 
narratives as analyzed in this chapter, I hope their voices are heard.  
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Chapter 5 
Jinglan’s Construction of Gender and Learning Identities 
 
 This chapter analyzes Jinglan‘s autobiographical narratives with regard to her lack 
of education during childhood and her participation in the senior classes in recent years.  
Gender and learning identities emerge as two integral aspects of her identity-construction 
in her narratives. In addition, I discuss her discourse identity of non-speaker or 
predominantly listener, and the methodological challenges in interviewing her.  
 This chapter is organized as follows. I first delineate Jinglan‘s life from childhood 
to late adulthood. I then discuss her autobiographical narratives with regard to her 
education to explore how she constructs her learning and gendered identities. The 
narratives analyzed are organized by themes, rather than by chronological order as in the 
previous chapter. I first discuss Jinglan‘s narrative construction of gender. Then I discuss 
her identity construction with regard to learning. On the one hand, she relentlessly 
disclaims a learning identity, positioning herself as a non-learner vis-à-vis her Japanese 
literate classmates; on the other hand, she enacts a strong learning identity in interviews, 
positioning me as her tutor. The chapter concludes with main findings and implications of 
both Chapter 4 and Chapter 5.  
 
Jinglan’s Life 
Jinglan has had three names at different stages of her life. The first name, 
Wenping, was given by her biological parents at her birth in 1939. She has kept this name 
as her official name until now. However, she has gone by two nicknames before and after 
marriage respectively. The first one was A-po, literally the adopted, was given by her 
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adoptive parents after she was given out in adoption during infancy, and the other, 
Jinglan, was given by her mother-in-law. The name change after marriage was because 
one of the characters in her official name (Wen-ping) was a homophone to a character in 
her brother-in-law‘s name (Wen-ling). In her mother-in-law‘s view, the identical sound of 
two names in the family was ―not good‖ and one of them, of course, the female, should 
adopt a nickname. These names to some extent reflected Jinglan‘s life of subordination to 
a patriarchal system. Her birth parents gave her away for adoption because she was a girl. 
Her adoptive parents adopted her because they hoped that, by adopting Jinglan, they 
would soon have their own children, preferably sons.
 27
  And indeed, her adoptive parents 
later gave birth to three sons.  
 Like many adopted girls at that time, her ―function‖ in the adoptive family was 
not only to ―bring‖ younger brothers, but also to serve as free laborers (cf. Tseng, 1998). 
Growing up in a town by the sea in southern Taiwan, she helped with picking oysters in 
the sea for sale, one of the two main sources of income for the family, the other being 
growing rice. She also took up various tasks inside and outside the house-growing 
peanuts and sweet potatoes, cooking and cleaning, for example. Despite the hard work, 
the family was very poor.  
Jinglan never had any formal schooling, but her three younger adoptive brothers 
were all sent to school. Jinglan was 6 at the retrocession, just about the age for schooling. 
During the early post-war years, many poor families still refused to send their daughters 
to school. The enrollment rate for school-aged girls was 68.6% in 1951 (Tsai, Gates, & 
Chiu, 1994).  
                                                 
27
 This was a common practice in the past based on the belief that the adopted girl would lead in baby 
brothers for the adoptive parents who had difficulties producing children (Tseng, 1998). Many girls or 
adopted girls were named Zhaodi (literally ‗leading in baby brothers‘) in the first half of the 20th century.  
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 At age 20, Jinglan married into a tea-growing family in Sunset Mountain through 
arrangement. She never met her husband, Kunhui, prior to the wedding; neither did she 
know that Kunhui‘s family grew tea. All she knew was that she would be married to 
someone in northern Taiwan, and that marrying to the north was considered as good. 
Jinglan reflected, ―Or else in the past people warned girls never to marry into a tea-
growing family because tea farming is very hard work.‖ Jinglan learned how to grow tea 
from her mother-in-law, from attending to the tea fields, picking tea during harvest 
season, to drying and processing tea leaves. In addition to the tea farming, Kunhui and 
Jinglan also worked odd jobs in construction sites in Taipei City when it was not a 
harvest season. 
 Their farm house stood on a flat with the back surrounded by hilly tea groves, and 
facing high mountains in the distance. Two of Kunhui‘s three brothers lived in the next-
door houses. His youngest brother lived in the city, and Kunhui‘s mother took turns 
living with Kunhui‘s family and her other sons‘ families. Part of Jinglan‘s tea farm is 
adjacent to Meiyue‘s farm. So the two families could often chat in the fields when 
working, and that was where, according to Meiyue, Meiyue could eavesdrop when 
Jinglan‘s mother-in-law scolded Jinglan in the early years of her marriage. 
 Contrary to Meiyue, who has six sons, Jinglan has six daughters, without even a 
son. Jinglan considered herself incapable of educating her daughters: ―I don‘t know what 
to talk to them. I myself am slow and stupid, how can I educate children? They grew to 
be good naturally.‖ The daughters concurred what Jinglan said.28 It was actually Jinglan‘s 
Japanese-educated mother-in-law who educated her daughters. Jinglan‘s granddaughters 
                                                 
28
 According to her second daughter, Fangyu, ―My mother did not teach us anything. […] She provided us 
with clothing and food. That‘s all she did. My mother was like this. She did not know how to teach us.‖ 
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respected and adored their grandmother. According to the fourth daughter, Fangling, 
―Our grandmother was very eloquent. She knew how to talk, and she knew very well how 
to teach us.‖ The daughters also spoke of their grandmothers being ―smart‖ and ―knowing 
everything about the world.‖  
 In the daughters‘ eyes, their father was another figure that had a significant impact 
on their upbringing. Kunhui was 8 years Jinglan‘s senior and received a complete 
Japanese elementary education. The daughters used metaphors such as ―the sky‖ or ―the 
emperor‖ to describe their father‘s authority over them: ―Our father was like the sky. His 
words were like the emperor‘s words (sheng-zhi). He only needed to utter one sentence, 
or he did not even have to say anything, and we were scared to death.‖ On the contrary, 
Jinglan did not have the authority. Rather, her status in the family was more like the 
daughters‘: ―Our mother would be scolded [by our father] as well. She was more like us.‖ 
According to Fangyu, ―It was hard for our mother to get us to do anything. She couldn‘t 
get us to do anything. So she would go ahead to pick up those tasks. And when we saw 
her go do things, we, could not help but just follow her [to do things].‖ However, as will 
be discussed in the next session, Jinglan was more empowered in the marriage after she 
attended the senior classes.  
 Although the daughters fear their father‘s authority, they admired his intelligence 
and appreciated his teachings: ―When he asked us to do things, he would demonstrate for 
us. He would tell you, and he would show you, for example, how to weed under the tea 
bushes. And he had so many original ideas about how to do things that he could never 
exhaust his ideas. He would tell you how to do things efficiently.‖ 
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 Jinglan‘s six daughters all have at least a junior high or high school education. 
Like Meiyue‘s children, it was the youngest child who had the luck to receive higher 
education due to the improved economic status of the family, with the support of the 
elder children in the family. They are all married with children and resided in the cities of 
Taipei County. Some are housewives; one works in the hospital; one owns a breakfast 
store; the youngest one works as an engineer. Altogether Jinglan has five grandsons and 
six granddaughters, aged between 5 and 20.  
 Jinglan continued to grow tea on all her available fields in her later years. She still 
needed the income from tea farming because Jinglan‘s daughters did not provide 
financial support for her as Meiyue‘s sons did for Meiyue. However, Jinglan‘s daughters 
expressed filial piety by contributing labor, especially at harvest, work they began as 
school girls.
29
 Unlike Meiyue‘s sons, whose weekend visits consist mainly of chatting 
and having dinner with Meiyue and Jianyi, Jinglan‘s daughters‘ weekend visits were 
mainly work on the farm. When their children were still little, Jinglan would be the one 
staying in the house to look after the grandchildren, and the daughters and their husbands 
would be picking tea in the fields. Now that the grandchildren have all grown up or 
school-aged, they would play among themselves in the house, and the adults, Jinglan and 
her daughters and sons-in-law, would be working in the fields. The grandchildren 
occasionally helped pick tea during harvest season, with reward given by Jinglan. 
                                                 
29
 When the daughters were still in elementary and junior high school, they had to skip school to help 
picking tea at harvest. The school later allowed all children whose families grew tea to skip school to pick 
tea without punishment. The daughters claimed that they could still catch up with their studies after the 
harvest season.  
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Jinglan‘s tea has won several prizes over the years in the annual tea contest in Sunset 
Mountain.
30
  
 Jinglan had spent all her life in the home arena until recent years when she 
attended the local elder classes. Whereas Meiyue made frequent city trips, Jinglan had 
limited freedom of movement due to her lack of literacy abilities. But after she started 
attending the elder classes, she was busy moving between her mountainous home and the 
elder classes on the community bus, and she enjoyed the opportunity the classes provided 
for her to have a change from her ordinary farm life. As her daughters put it,  
Before, her world was only our home in the mountains. She just kept working and 
working on the farm. Now she would go down the mountains to attend classes. 
She would know how to manage time between classes and the farm work. She 
would take the community bus down. And she likes to go out to classes. It is good 
for her. At least, um, you see, often when we all went back, and she still went to 
her class!‖ 
 
The elder classes have also led to changes in Jinglan‘s leisure activities at home. 
Whereas before her only leisure activity was watching television, now she sang karaoke. 
She had had to practice singing and memorize lyrics at home for singing performances 
with her singing class. After she finally learned how to operate the karaoke machine that 
her daughters bought her, she now enjoyed singing to the karaoke whenever she was free 
from the farm work.
31
 
 Unlike Meiyue, who had a strong political stance, Jinglan did not have any 
particular political inclination. She voted for the same candidates her daughters voted 
for—most of her daughters are KMT supporters. When Jinglan went with a group of her 
                                                 
30
 See Shieh (2003) for details about tea competitions in Taiwan.  
31
 I went to her house to show her how to operate the machine several times. Her daughters put labels on 
the buttons in the machine, but she was unable to read those labels. With time during my fieldwork, she 
memorized the functions of those buttons.  
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class members and other local elders to participate in a pro-DPP march held in Taipei 
City in 2005, it was more a class activity than a political act.  
 
Constructing Gendered and Learning Identities   
Constructing gender identities  
 Jinglan‘s educational identities are intricately connected with her gender identities. 
The narratives analyzed in this section illustrates how she positions her child self as a 
powerless adopted daughter, who was denied access to education, and her present self as 
an independent woman, who makes her own decision of grabbing the second chance of 
education in her senior years. These social identities, in turn, are interconnected with the 
larger sociohistorical changes.  
“The boys went to school, but I, a girl, did not.” Jinglan grew up in the 
politically unstable and economically harsh early post-war years. Jinglan was 6 years old 
at the transition of political power from the Japanese colonizers to the KMT in 1945. In 
post-war Taiwan, gender and class continued to be key factors affecting children‘s 
opportunities for education.
32
 In 1950-1951, only 32% of school-aged girls were enrolled 
in primary schools.
33
 Jinglan was not among the lucky few. Being adopted into a poor 
family, she was denied the opportunities to receive an education. In contrast, her adoptive 
parents managed to send their three younger sons to school. In the following Excerpt, I 
asked Jinglan about her history of no education.  
 
                                                 
32
 In the mid 1950s, the primary school enrollment rate for girls began to pick up, reaching 90% in 1956. 
33
 Statistics are lacking with regard to the enrollment rate by gender. I calculated this percentage based on 
two separate statistics: In Sun (XXXX), the enrollment rate for all school-aged children is 80%. Hsieh 
(1995) reports that 40% of primary school students are girls. In addition, in the mid 1950s, the primary 
school enrollment rate for girls began to pick up, reaching 90% in 1956. 
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Excerpt 13: Boys went to school; girls didn‘t 
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Lin:  
Jinglan: 
 
Lin:  
Jinglan:  
 
Lin:  
Jinglan:  
 
 
Lin: 
Jinglan: 
 
Lin: 
Jinglan: 
Lin: 
Jinglan: 
 
Lin: 
Jinglan:  
 
 
Lin: 
 
Jinglan: 
Lin: 
Jinglan: 
How come you did not go to school before? 
Before my parents were poor. Poor people. I was in a poor 
family.  
Were they farmers? 
Back then, most people were farmers. However hard they 
worked, they were too poor to even have enough to eat.  
So you needed to help at home.  
Yes. [They were] very poor. How could they let me [go to 
school]? The boys went [to school], but [I] a girl did not. [They] 
think of boys more than girls.  
I see. 
In the past, it was like this. Boys went to school, but girls 
didn‘t.  
Oh. So girls did not go to school. What did they say to you? 
What? 
What did they say? 
Their birth children went to school. I was adopted, so they 
didn‘t send me to school. 
Oh, their birth children got to go to school. 
All three boys of their own went to school. It was because they 
adopted me that they had three sons. Otherwise, they would 
have no children.  
So in the past they did not send you to school. Did you want to 
go to school back then? 
But they did not have money to send me go [to school]. 
Oh, you cannot help it. 
Yes, they did not have money to send me to school.  
   
In this excerpt, Jinglan offered the reasons for her being denied the opportunities for 
education: poverty (―Before my parents were poor. Poor people. I was in a poor family.‖ 
line 2-3), and gender (―The boys went [to school], but [I] a girl did not. [They] think of 
boys more than girls.‖ lines 9-10). Note that she not only described her disadvantaged 
position as a girl and adopted daughter, but also she commented on such inequality by 
saying, ―[They] think of boys more than girls (zhong nan qing nv).‖ The expression 
―zhong nan qing nv‖ is an idiom in Chinese that is often used to critique traditional 
favorability toward boys/males in the family. By using this evaluative indexical 
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(Wortham, 2001), Jinglan voices her dissatisfaction with the unfair treatment she 
received in the adoptive family.  
In addition, when she added, ―All three boys of their own went to school. It was 
because they adopted me that they had three sons. Otherwise, they would have no 
children‖ (lines 20-22), she connected gender inequality with adoption. Here there is a 
tone of resentment—that she seemed only to serve a utilitarian purpose in the adoptive 
family: to bring in baby brothers and but then to be denied equal opportunities to go to 
school.   
When asked to recall her feelings at the time she knew she was denied education, 
she replied twice, ―they did not have money to send me to school‖ (lines 25 and 27). Here, 
she positioned her adoptive parents as authoritative figures who can decide her fate of 
education; as a child figure in the story-world, she could not help but accept the fate of 
being denied access to education as an adopted daughter. Elsewhere in our conversation, 
she made similar statement (e.g. ―They did not want to send me to school, so I did not 
think of going to school.‖) Perhaps like many adopted girls at that time, who succumbed 
to fate (renming) (Tseng, 1998), Jinglan as a child was not able to envision or demand an 
education for herself.  
I want to draw attention to Jinglan‘s narrative style. In sharp contrast to Meiyue, 
Jinglan is very quiet. It is hard to get Jinglan to talk for more than two or three utterances, 
not only in any forms of interviews, but also in her everyday interactions with family 
members or her fellow students in the senior classes. It is equally hard to detect any 
emotions in her narrations of the past—she speaks with a flat tone, with few, if any, 
gestures or facial expressions. Excerpt 13 is typical of her narrative style. First, her 
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utterances tend to be short and terse. The turn containing three short utterances in lines 
10-12 is the longest turn in the entire corpus of her talk. Further, her tone tends to be flat 
and matter-of-factly without discernable signs of emotion, even when she critiques the 
gender inequality she personally experienced. Such a ―muted‖ style of narrative posed 
immense challenge for me to ―interview‖ her. In addition, it is particularly challenging 
for a life story interview because she did not give detailed descriptions of time, location, 
and plots. 
I later developed several strategies to interview or converse with her. One way is 
to describe a scenario that I gathered from interviews with other people and asked 
whether she had similar experience as in Excerpt 14 below.  
Excerpt 14:  
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Jinglan: 
Lin:  
What kind of program do you like to watch? 
 Well, hard to say. I always watch that, that, what was it called? 
[She was unable to name the show. I made several guesses, but 
I was all wrong. Finally, she offered the following clue.] 
The show between 7 and 8, you know? 
Relatives?  
Yeah, Relatives, 
Relatives are forgivable.  
Yes! 
How about news? 
I don‘t understand news.  
Don‘t they have Hoklo news? 
Yes.  
You said you don‘t understand. Do you mean you don‘t 
understand the content? 
I listen and I don‘t understand.  
Oh, my grandmother also said this. My grandmother was also 
adopted, and she also did not go to school. So she was not 
literate. And she said, when she watched news, she did not 
understand what was being reported. She did not know how to 
read the subtitles either. And the words used in Hoklo news are 
different from what we used in everyday life.  
Yes! 
That‘s what my grandmother said. So she regretted that she was 
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25 
 
 
 
 
Jinglan: 
not literate. If she could read, she could read the subtitles and 
she would [understand the news.  
[I am the same. I am like this!  
 
In this excerpt about her television watching experience, she first made short comments 
about her not understanding the news (lines 11 and 16). I knew it would be hard to ask 
her to elaborate. So I supplied her with the example of my grandmother‘s frustration with 
watching Mandarin news (see Lin, 2009), and she hastened to agree (lines 23 and 27) 
even before I finished my sentence (line 27). Even though this strategy worked to some 
extent, I often felt that I was asking leading questions for information or I was putting 
words in her mouths. The situation did not change toward the end of my fieldwork.   
The other way is to blend my questions into the flow of her regular farm work, for 
example, chatting with her while she was picking tea (and I sometimes picked tea with 
her) or while she was hoeing her vegetable patches, or weeding by the tea bushes.  
However scarcely Jinglan told about her own life, the very fact that she speaks 
little revealed a lot about her—a peripheral participant in verbal communication in family 
and public life. Such is her discourse identity, being a listener and an overhearer most of 
the time. Nonetheless, through her narrative – told in one-on-one conversations and in 
interviews – though short, terse, and simple, as seen throughout the examples analyzed in 
this chapter, she told and enacted her gendered and learning identities.  
 “[N]ow you don’t need to go, but I want to go.” After doing a lifetime of farm 
work as an adopted daughter and then as a tea farmer‘s wife, opportunities for education 
finally arrived a few years ago for Jinglan. When she learned about the adult literacy 
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class in Sunset Mountain  Primary School from the Bus Station Julai,
34
 the only concern 
she had was whether the community bus schedule fit the class schedule:  
Excerpt 15: Learning about the literacy class  
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Jinglan: 
Lin: 
 
Jinglan:  
So how did you know about the class? 
Someone told me about it.  
Who told you that? 
That Bus Station Julai, you know? 
Bus Station Julai? 
Julai told me. She said here we had, we had, she said this. I 
asked when, thinking there needs to be a bus ride for me to go.  
Right. Right.  
It just so happened there was! [She said,] ―Come, there was a 
bus.‖ 
[several turns exchanged between us about who Bus Station 
Julai is] 
Do you still remember your first class? 
When I first went there, I asked the teacher, ―Where is the 
class?‖ (laughs) I asked the teacher! She said, ―Here. Here.‖ 
Oh. So you went alone? 
Yes. 
Wow, you had, I respect you. Because many people here said, 
―Oh, I cannot go. I have farm work to do.‖ Or they said, ―I 
never studied. I don‘t want to go.‖ But you went! 
Yes.  
So you are not like others who say, ―No, I don‘t want to study 
[now]. I never studied before.‖ 
I thought I would give it a try. (laughs) 
 
When she knew that the transportation from her mountain home to the school was not a 
problem, she decided to attend the literacy class on the spot without any reservation. By 
quoting Bus Station Julai saying ―Come, there was a bus,‖ Jinglan voices Julai‘s 
invitation of her to be included in the class. At the same time, she locates herself as a 
recipient of the invitation by someone (Julai) who is Japanese-educated. In so doing, she 
                                                 
34
 Julai is a female elderly who owns the building near the bus station in the town center. Julai rented the 
first floor to a modern convenience store (see chapter 3). The community bus stops in front of the 
convenience store.  
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aligns herself with the educated. This is uncharacteristic of the illiterate elders in Sunset 
Mountain , most of whom resist going to the senior classes upon being invited.
35
 
 The major reason for their resistance was that they considered themselves unable to learn 
because they did not study before. It turned out that Jinglan was one of the few students 
in the senior classes who had never received an education.
36
 Starting from that literacy 
class, Jinglan took whatever classes were available over the past years: she studied 
Mandarin, English, and Japanese at the elementary school, and joined the singing class 
and the Tai-chi class in the township hall. When her village elder classes opened during 
the summer of 2005, she also attended all of them (i.e. Mandarin literacy class, singing 
class, tea song singing class, and plant dyeing workshops).  
 Compared with her child character, who was denied education, the senior 
character in the above narrated event was one who was not only extended an invitation, 
but also free to make her own decision, to attend the senior adult classes. There was no 
need to ask for anyone‘s permission, not even her husband‘s. As the excerpt below 
illustrates, Jinglan portrays herself as being independent in the marriage to make 
decisions regarding her own education.  
 Excerpt 16: Jinglan decides to go to class.  
1 
 
 
 
5 
 
Lin:  
 
 
Jinglan: 
Lin:  
Jinglan:  
Now you go to these classes. Your husband let you go? Some 
people told me that their husbands said, ―You go out all day. 
Don‘t go to class.‖  
He doesn‘t. He doesn‘t. He let me go. 
He just let you go to classes. 
I said I didn‘t study before and he studied before. So I was 
                                                 
35
 The village community leader, Mr. Chen, told me that based on his many visits to the village elders to 
invite them to the elder classes, one other reason that they resisted class is that they prioritized the farm 
work and didn‘t think they can afford time for the classes.  
36
 Jinglan was the only student in the classes (Mandarin literacy, English, Japanese) in the Adult Basic 
Education Program held in Sunset Mountain Primary School. There was one more illiterate elder besides 
Jinglan in the singing and Tai-chi classes in the township hall.  
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Lin:  
saying, ―You studied before. You don‘t need to go now. I want 
to go‖ (laughs). 
Wow, he is good. Really good.  
 
In this excerpt, I quoted others‘ words about those husbands who do not like their 
wives to go to class (lines 2-3). Jinglan disaligned herself from those voices by saying 
that her husband let her go to class (line 4). Note that she then used both indirect and 
direct quotes of what she said to her husband to justify her reasons for going to class (―I 
said I didn‘t study before and he studied before. So I was saying, ‗You studied before. 
You don‘t need to go now. I want to go‘‖) (lines 5-7). In other words, she felt that her 
husband had his turn as a child to attend school; now that there is a class for her, it is her 
turn to attend. The second person pronoun in ―You studied before. You don‘t need to go 
now‖ obviously refers to her husband. However, perhaps it also means her younger 
brothers, and other males and lucky females who had their turn as a child to go to school. 
The first person pronoun in ―I want to go‖ index a strong gender/self identity that is 
autonomous and independent. The self she portrayed in this story-world is no longer the 
powerless and voiceless adopted daughter, but one who can voice her own right of 
receiving education.  
I eventually found out from her daughters that her husband did complain about 
her going to too many classes for a number of reasons. First, he was concerned that the 
classes would take Jinglan‘s time away from attending to the tea farm. As her daughters 
put it,  
He still has the traditional thinking that it‘s not good for women to go out all the 
time. Our mother had classes, in the mornings and in the afternoons, here and 
there. Sometimes he would feel bad to be alone at home. And he would complain. 
He would say, ―You went down to the classes without caring for the tea. Are the 
classes more important than tea?‖  
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Second, he felt threatened by Jinglan‘s potential empowerment from attending the 
classes. According to Fangkai, ―He feared that if a woman went out all the time, the 
woman would become stronger.‖ The daughters indeed observed changes with regard to 
Jinglan‘s consciousness of ―feminist sense.‖ Fangyu maintained that Jinglan became 
more assertive at home: ―She used to be a traditional woman. Whatever others said, she 
would simply nod and say yes. Now she has the awareness of her right of being.‖ Jinglan 
would do or say things the daughters considered unusual, things that are ―just not like 
her‖ to defy her husband, but she often ran short of follow-up tactics when the first 
attempt of resistance failed. The daughters speculated that she learned these defying 
practices from other elders in the class. 
Interestingly, Jinglan did not reveal her husband‘s complaint in the interview. 
Perhaps withholding this information reflects her desire to project a more autonomous 
identity. It is also possible that she simply simplifies her narration, as she usually did in 
her narrative with little embellishment or elaboration. After all, her husband‘s protest did 
not stop her from going to class or going to fewer classes.  
Jinglan‘s husband did not attend any of the elder classes. The daughters were 
convinced that it was out of the question for him to attend the classes because, in the 
daughters‘ words, ―He has this male chauvinism. He thought he is quite knowledgeable, 
and this and that. And those classes are nothing. What‘s worse for him would be to be 
with all those women if he went to those classes. It‘s face-losing to him.‖ By contrast, he 
liked to ―go to community meetings or discussions, or meetings for community leaders 
(li-zhang), or tea contests,‖ according to her daughters.  
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 In summary, Jinglan‘s access, or lack of access, to education, over her lifetime 
reflects the changing social circumstances with regard to educational opportunities for 
women. In talking about her (lack of) education at the two ends of her life, Jinglan 
articulates her changing gender identities from a powerless adopted daughter to an 
independent autonomous woman.  
Constructing learning identities  
 In Jinglan‘s talk about her participation in the senior classes, two contradictory 
positionings emerge. While she relentlessly disclaims a learning identity in the referential 
content of her discourse, she nonetheless enacts or performs a strong learning identity at 
home and in interviews.   
Disclaiming learning identities. ―I come here just for fun.‖ This is the first 
sentence Jinglan said to me when we met for the first time in the summer of 2004 during 
my pilot study. I was waiting outside the classroom for my first observation of the Adult 
Basic Education class, which was Japanese at the time. Jinglan, Meiyue, and Liyun had 
just arrived. I eventually learned that they were all ―mountain people‖ and that the 
community bus arrived a bit too early for the class, so they were usually the first to be in 
the classroom. I briefly introduced myself as one who was interested in the class and 
came to see the class. They took me for their new classmate. Meiyue told me she had 5 
years of Japanese education, and Liyun said that she forgot what she learned from her 
three years of Japanese education in her childhood, but now she picked up basic Japanese 
in the class.
37
 When it was Jinglan‘s ―turn‖ to talk, she smiled in embarrassment and said 
                                                 
37
 After mastering Japanese phonetic symbols, Liyun used them to code Hoklo and Mandarin songs in the 
singing class. She even used them to write down the Hoklo tea songs she created for the 102th anniversary 
of Sunset Moutain Primary School. Famous in Sunset Mountain as a virtuoso tea song singer, she was 
invited to sing at the anniversary celebration. She also taught Jinglan to sing a few tea songs.  
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apologetically, ―I just come here for fun.‖ This phrase became a refrain later in our 
conversations, along with others that disclaims a learning identity: ―I cannot learn.‖ ―I 
can‘t remember things now.‖ ―I am old. I can‘t remember what the teacher teaches.‖ ―I 
am just here to know more people.‖ ―I just go there, to socialize, to socialize.‖ Once 
when I asked her, ―So you study Japanese, English, and Chinese in Sunset Mountain  
Primary School. Which one is your favorite?‖ She replied, ―I don‘t like them. I don‘t like 
to study. I can‘t learn. I can‘t. I am just going there for fun.‖  Taken together, these 
statements evoke an identity of a non-learner: someone who cannot learn and someone 
who goes to class, not to learn, but only to have fun and to socialize.  
Indeed, without prior literacy or educational experiences, any classroom activities 
involving literacy poses a formidable challenge for Jinglan. In the Japanese classroom, 
for example, she sat beside Meiyue in the last row, often at loss about where others were 
reciting in the book. Meiyue sometimes pointed at the place the class was reading, and 
Jinglan picked up afterwards, using her index finger to point at each phonetic symbol 
being read. In the singing class, I often sat next to her, pointing at the lyrics for her. She 
could remember some Hoklo lyrics, but Mandarin lyrics were next to impossible for her 
to memorize. She did not speak Mandarin and there was no linguistic tool to assist her 
memorizing the Mandarin sound. While the Japanese educated elders wrote Japanese 
beside each Chinese character to code Mandarin pronunciation as fast as possible to keep 
up with the pace of the teacher‘s reading, Jinglan sat straight quietly, sometimes watching 
others bury their heads writing, sometimes looking aimlessly ahead.  
Tai-chi, involving no literacy skills, is Jinglan‘s favorite. As she put it, ―I only 
like waving with my arms, following others to move [my arms].‖ She meant Tai-chi, but 
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she was unable to name it.
38
 In response to my probing, ―Why do you like it?‖ to which, 
she replied, ―Um, I am not literate. When I see others raise their arms, I follow them to 
raise my arms. [I can] only [do] this.‖ Thus, unlike other classes that involve literacy 
skills, Tai-chi provides a space for her to feel that she belongs to the learning community.  
In other words, she can claim being a learner only in the Tai-chi class because she can be 
like the Japanese educated classmates making arm movements. Ironically, attending the 
senior classes, including Mandarin literacy, did not make her literate. On the contrary, it 
strengthens her identity of being illiterate and uneducated.  
In sum, Jinglan disclaims a learning identity by repeatedly saying that she 
attended the classes ―just for fun.‖ Despite her faithful attendance, she discursively 
orients herself to a non-learner identity, disaligning herself from the Japanese educated, 
who are able to follow the teachers‘ instructions, engage in literacy practices in class, and 
master what is taught. In other words, her learning identity disclaiming discourse serves 
as a self-othering act to deflect her membership in a learning community of 
predominantly Japanese-educated elders. By accepting the Japanese-educated Bus Station 
Julai‘s invitation to the class, she began her journey of classroom learning for the first 
time in her life, only to find that she was different from her Japanese literate classmates.  
Thus, while others like Meiyue can claim a strong learning identity, as discussed in 
Chapter 4, Jinglan positions herself vis-à-vis her Japanese-educated classmates and is 
unable to claim a learning identity. However, in private and in the interviews, she orients 
to her family members and to me as a learner, not via verbal claims, but via her act. The 
next section discusses how she enacts a strong learning identity.  
                                                 
38
 Jinglan never said the words ―Tai-chi‖ in our communication.  
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Enacting Learning Identities. Despite her disclaiming of being a serious learner 
in the referential content of her talk, Jinglan acts as one by participating in class and class 
activities faithfully. In addition, she enacts a strong learning identity at home and in the 
interviews.  
According to her daughters and grandchildren, she often asked them to teach her 
how to read texts she brought home from classes. She asked the grandchildren to teach 
her how to pronounce the Mandarin phonetic symbols and spellings. One of her 
grandsons claimed, ―It‘s useless. No matter how I showed her how to read, she had an 
accent.‖ A granddaughter said, ―She even took her Hoklo lyrics to ask me to read to her. 
How can I read Hoklo?‖ Her first song from the singing class was a classic Hoklo folk 
song, entitled Mang cchun hong (Longing for the Spring Wind). Her second daughter, 
Fangyu recalled, ―She asked each and everyone of us to read that song to her!‖ Her 
youngest daughter, Fangkai, added, ―Every time we came back to visit, she would grab 
one of us to ask about her studies.‖  
Jinglan was persistent in getting her writing (copying words) neat and right. 
According to Fangyu,  
She studied very hard! Although she did not understand what she was writing, she 
wrote them neatly and correctly! Every word! She studied so hard. She wrote her 
assignments so diligently. Her persistence! Never mind whether she understood 
[those words] or not, it‘s enough she had that kind of persistence. Once she came 
home, she kept writing and writing and writing. And when she saw she didn‘t get 
the words right, she erased them, and wrote again, erased them and wrote again! 
Her persistence was quite something.  
 
Note that Jinglan never described her learning activities at home in our 
conversations/interviews. Neither did she initiate to show me her writings. Upon my 
request, she did loan me her writing books for photocopying. As such, what her family 
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members witnessed was contradictory with what Jinglan persistently claimed, ―I only 
went there to have fun!‖  
Not only her daughters and grandchildren, but also I was often enlisted to help her 
read. Being illiterate, Jinglan relies heavily on her memory to link word and sound. Over 
time, she did learn to recognize some Chinese words, but her reading vocabulary was still 
extremely small. She once said to me that if her daughters lived with her, she would have 
people to consult regularly. During my fieldwork, I visited her both during week days and 
weekends, while her daughters‘ visits center on the weekends. She would position me as 
her teacher or tutor whenever she got a chance, even in the interview!  
The following excerpt illustrates how she successfully turned our interview into a 
study session! The example below is part of my second interview with her that took place 
toward the end of my fieldwork. Unlike the first interview in which she was still not 
familiar with the interview format, she understood that an interview entails questions and 
answers and a quiet place set aside from other activities by the time we had this second 
interview. On the day of the interview, we had lunch with her family in her house. After 
lunch, she indicated that we should go to the second floor for the interview while her 
family members were chatting and playing downstairs. We went to the family room on 
the second floor, where there were couches, a coffee table, and a television set with a 
karaoke machine. We started the interview at the couch. Her song books from her tea 
song class and singing class were scattered on the coffee table in front of the couch. The 
immediate context prior to the example below is our conversation about her tea song 
class.   
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Excerpt 17: Jinglan converts the interview into a learning session.  
[The lyrics are in italics] 
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Jinglan:  
Lin:  
 
Jinglan: 
 
Did you sing tea songs before? 
Never. 
So when you sang last time, you said Liyun taught you? 
Yes, Liyun taught me.  
I see.  
Yes, she said, when the chickens crow, which one is chicken? 
(She points at the tea song book, indicating for me to identify 
which page has the lyrics that starts with when the chickens 
crow.)  
This. (Turns the pages and stops at one of the pages.) 
When the chickens crow, it‟s time to cook breakfast, when the 
birds sing, it‟s dawn.  
You memorize it! 
(laughs) 
(laughs) You memorize it. (continues reading the lyrics) I walk 
and [I sing.  
[I sing. Then I don‟t feel lonely, and there are birds too to keep 
me company.  
Yes. Yes. There are ALSO birds to keep me company. Then I 
am not lonely.  
Then I am not lonely.   
Yes. I a girl, 
Walk to the tea farm, and there is a breeze. 
A breeze blowing. Yes. My hand holds, 
[I am] specialized in tea business. 
Yes. Yes. 
When I go up to the mountain, I go picking tea.  
Yes. Yes. Yes. Yes. I a girl am specialized in tea business. 
When I go up to the mountain, I go picking tea. My hand holds, 
the basket and I bend 
Yes. Um (..) My hand holds the basket and I want to pick tea. 
My hand holds the basket, No, it should be I bend first, and then 
it‘s I want to pick tea.   
What? 
It should be I bend first, and then it‘s I want to pick tea.   
What? I bend first? But here it doesn‘t write this way. Let me 
see. (reads the lyrics closely to check) 
It should be I bend first, and then it‘s I want to pick tea.   
But here it writes my hand holds the basket and I want to pick 
tea.  
Then it is written wrong.  
(I continue reading, and Jinglan continues chiming in. She 
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chuckles at the end of each line, indicative of her attentive 
listening and understanding. After I finish reading the whole 
song, I continue interviewing her.) 
 
 In the beginning of the excerpt, our topic is about tea song and her tea song class. 
I asked about Liyun who first taught her to sing tea songs (line 3). She briefly recited the 
first line of a tea song that Liyun taught her, ―When the chickens crow,‖ and asked me 
―which one is chicken?‖ pointing at the tea song book, indicating that I showed her which 
page had the song that contained the line. In doing so, she changed the footing of an 
interview into a learning activity. I complied, turning the page to where she desired. She 
then started reciting the lyrics, starting with the beginning, ―When the chickens crow, it‘s 
time to cook breakfast; when the birds sing, it‘s dawn.‖ Recognizing that she would like 
to recite the lyrics, I first complimented her memory (line 13) and then followed from 
where she stopped and continued reading the lyrics (line 15-16), and she chimed in (line 
17). When I noticed she chime in, I stopped to let her recite on her own (line 17). Note 
that she was reciting from her memory, but I was reading the lyrics. While she was 
reciting, I read the lyrics silently. When she finished the lines, ―Then I don‘t feel lonely, 
and there are birds too to keep me company,‖ I first affirmed her accuracy despite her 
errors. I then read the ―correct‖ lines from the page, stressing where she was wrong, 
―There are ALSO birds to keep me company. Then no more lonely I am.‖ In this way, we 
continued reading, with me giving her some hint of the beginning of a line for her to 
follow.  
 We coordinated well until we had some disagreement about the order of two lines. 
Following my hint, ―My hand holds,‖ she continued on, ―the basket and I bend,‖ (line 30) 
which was different from the lyrics on the page. So I corrected her, ―Yes, um, my hand 
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holds the basked and I want to pick tea.‖ She disagreed, ―My hand holds the basket, No, 
it should be I bend first, and then it‘s I want to pick tea,‖ (lines 32-33), insisting that she 
was right (line 35). I pointed out what she read contradicted with the print but I would 
check again (line 36). She still insisted on her being right, ―It should be I bend first, and 
then it‘s I want to pick tea.‖ When I finally protested, ―But here it writes my hand holds 
the basket and I want to pick tea,‖ she simply denies the accuracy of the print, ―Then it is 
written wrong!‖  After we eventually read/recited the whole song, I resumed interviewing 
her.   
 As we see, this segment within our interview illustrates that Jinglan misaligns 
with her situated identity (Zimmerman, 1998) of an interviewee, proposing a different 
footing (Goffman, 1979) a learning activity, changing her situated identity into a learner. 
She is successful in inducing me to align with her proposed identity. As she orients to me 
as a teacher or tutor, I comport myself as such. Her altering of the routine of an interview 
to a learning session also demonstrates her strong learning identity, not by verbally 
claiming one, but by enacting one via changing the footing of the interview to a learning 
session. What‘s more, she is also an active student, arguing with the teacher about the 
accuracy of the text. In her perspective, the oral text in her memory is more accurate than 
the written text in the book.  
Interestingly, in this same interview that day, Jinglan again disclaimed a learning 
identity in her talk, stating that she went to senior classes just for fun. Both positionings 
of non-learner and learner coexist within the same communicative event of an 
―interview‖ are in fact contradictory. It could be said that these two positionings are 
indicative of two distinctive worlds to which Jinglan orients differently. The segment in 
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which she disclaims a learning identity occurs in the context in which she was talking 
about her participation in the senior classes. She describes her self-character as a non-
learner in the there-and-then classroom learning context, implicitly positioning herself 
vis-à-vis others in her class – her Japanese educated peer students, who are able learners.   
In contrast, in the segment analyzed above, she performs actions of learning in the 
“here-and-now” context, transforming our interview into a learning session. She thus 
positions herself vis-à-vis me in the here-and-now context as a teacher or tutor. This is 
also indicative of her trust in me – and her family members, as reported by her daughters 
and grandchildren – that she can position herself as a learner in front of us.  
Unlike most studies of narrative identity construction that examines the event of 
narration and the narrated event of the same stretch of discourse, Jinglan’s example 
illustrates that the narrator manages two different dimensions of identity pertaining to 
“learning” across two different stretches of discourse in one communicative event of 
“interview.”  
 
Conclusion 
Chapter 4 and chapter 5, taken together, illustrate the diversity with regard to 
language and education among today’s Taiwanese elders: the illiterate and uneducated, as 
represented by Jinglan, and the literate and educated, as represented by Meiyue. While 
the master discourse has ideologically erased the Japanese language and culture in the 
Taiwanese history, these historical subjects keep, and reveal and perform, their strong 
bilingual and educated identity through narratives. These two chapters also show how 
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Taiwan’s changing sociolinguistic history as described in Chapter 2 play out in these two 
historical subjects’ lives.  
In addition, Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 have also demonstrated that narrative is a 
site to demonstrate agency of the otherwise socially marginalized narrator. Positioning 
theory offers a useful lens to see that positioned within a specific sociohistorical structure, 
narrators voice their own positionings, which might counter the positions they were 
assigned in the master or official narratives. In addition, the ethnographic encounter 
becomes a venue for the literally silenced and silent, as represented by Jinglan, to voice 
and enact her self. Often a quiet and voiceless person in groups and with others, in a safe 
ethnographic encounter, Jinglan nonetheless uses the venue to voice and perform her 
gendered and learning identities.  
In the following two chapters, I examine Taiwan’s most recent chapter of its 
sociolinguistic history – the latest wave of transnational movement of marriage 
immigrants and its effects on Taiwanese elders’ sociolinguistic status and literacy 
education opportunities. Chapter 6 describes the macro-level discourse about the elders in 
relation to recent marriage immigrants. Chapter 7 focuses on the micro-level classroom 
interactions in a Mandarin literacy class and its interconnections with the macro-level 
discourses.  
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Chapter 6 
Taiwanese Grandmothers and Vietnamese Mothers  
in Public Discourses 
 
The previous chapters trace the sociolinguistic history in Taiwan over the 
tumultuous past century and its interconnections with Taiwanese elders‘ narrative 
identities with regard to gender, language, education, and learning. Chapters 6 and 7 
examine the most recent development of language and adult education policies and their 
associated ideologies at the turn of the twenty-first century when Taiwan is facing a new 
wave of transnational immigrants. In particular, I explore how Taiwanese elders‘ 
marginal sociolinguistic status has been solidified and transformed in the face of the 
recent influx of young female marriage immigrants from Southeast Asian countries. I 
first examine public social discourses about the two groups (Chapter 6). I then examine 
how the macro-level social discourses are intricately intertwined with micro-level face-
to-face interactions involving a young female teacher and her elderly and young 
immigrant students in a literacy class in Sunset Mountain (Chapter 7).   
 
The “Problem” 
 During the pilot study for my dissertation research, I told Mr. Lu Songyun, a 
Sunset Mountain township government official, in our first meeting that I was interested 
in conducting a study about elders‘ lives in Sunset Mountain. He posited that the elders‘ 
issue was one problem that might be worth studying but the other problem facing Sunset 
Mountain--waiji peiou
39
--deserved more attention, and he suggested that I change my 
                                                 
39
 Waiji xinniang (foreign brides) or waiji peiou (foreign spouses) are social categories created in Taiwan 
with derogatory connotations to refer to recent female marriage immigrants from Southeast Asia (mainly 
Vietnam, Thailand, and Indonesia). Although local scholars and cultural elites have suggested replacing the 
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focus to waiji peiou. The fact that he characterized elders and waiji peiou as two 
―problems‖ was hardly surprising to me because the two recent demographic trends – 
rapid aging and increasing female marriage immigrants – have been objects of much 
governmental, academic, and media concern in recent years. However, when he 
suggested that I change my topic, I remember asking myself: why are the two vastly 
different groups often mentioned together as sources of social problems within 
Taiwanese society? And why does the ―problem‖ of elders become insignificant when 
compared with that of waiji peiou? In other words, why are elders becoming 
marginalized within the margin? 
In fact, not only are the two groups juxtaposed as social problems in social 
discourses, but also they were physically brought together in one institution—the 
government-sponsored adult literacy programs
40—to receive basic Mandarin education. 
In the past few years, with increasing concerns over the negative impact of waiji peiou‘s 
lack of Mandarin literacy abilities on their childrearing process, the adult literacy 
programs started to serve them as well. These programs were previously nicknamed 
―elderly classes‖ or ―grandfather grandmother classes,‖ since the majority of the students 
were Taiwanese elders (Lin, 2005). Lacking in personnel and resources, the existing 
literacy programs have accommodated waiji peiou in the same classes with the elders. It 
                                                                                                                                                 
derogatory terms with a neutral term xin yimin (new immigrants) or xin zhumin (new residents), waiji 
xinniang and waiji peiou are still widely circulated in Taiwan. In this paper I use waiji peiou and waiji 
xinniang interchangeably to reflect local racialization and stigmatization of the new female marriage 
immigrants. 
40
 Currently two adult literacy programs are available in Taiwan: ―Supplementary Education Program for 
the Stage of Elementary Schooling‖ (SEP) and ―Adult Basic Education Programs‖ (ABEP). Established in 
1976, SEP had its antecedents that had existed since the early post-colonial era in the 50s. Conversely, 
ABEP is a rather recent addition, set up in 1991, as the government is keen on lowering the illiteracy rate to 
the magical ―two percent‖ of the developed countries. 
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has become a common scene around Taiwan to see the elderly and young women sitting 
side by side in the evenings in elementary school classrooms.  
In 2003, the Ministry of Education encouraged elementary schools to open classes 
specifically for waiji peiou. These classes are called waiji peiou-only classes (waiji peiou 
zhuan ban) to be distinguished from the regular classes (putong ban) (i.e. ―the elderly 
classes‖ or the mixed classes). Since 2005, while the number of illiterate elders was still 
much higher than that of waiji peiou,
41
 the classes available to waiji peiou was beginning 
to outnumber those available to elders,
42
 an indication of the increasing prioritization of 
waiji peiou over elders in current adult literacy education policies. Moreover, waiji peiou 
literacy classes offered by NGOs and other private organizations or community centers 
have also mushroomed all over Taiwan in the past few years. In addition to literacy 
classes, a variety of other classes (e.g. childrearing, life adaptation) were also opened 
nationwide. Within a short period of time, educating waiji peiou has become a national 
mission.  
This chapter is a critical interrogation of adult literacy programs as a crucial and 
significant site for the transformation and workings of Mandarin-only ideology in 
contemporary Taiwan. After taking over Taiwan from the Japanese colonizers in 1945, 
the KMT government promoted Standard Mandarin as emblematic of a national identity 
linked to mainland China. More recently, as Taiwan is keen on becoming a modern 
developed nation in the hypercompetitive global economy, there has been a shift in the 
national government thinking about the notion of Mandarin as indexical of modernity and 
                                                 
41
 In 2005, the number of the illiterate population over 65 years old is 384,507, and that of waiji peiou is 
121,804 (Ministry of Interior, 2005).  
42
 In 2006, there were 1,013 waiji peiou only classes, serving a total of 20,260 students, and there were 
1,527 regular classes, serving 30,540 students. Note that the regular classes include both ―elderly classes‖ 
and ―mixed classes‖ (Ministry of Education, 2006).  
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development. Specifically, the macro discourses have actively created and mobilized the 
category of ―the illiterate‖ in association with the elderly and waiji peiou, as part and 
parcel of the production of Taiwan‘s modern and global national identity. By focusing on 
one mixed literacy class in Sunset Mountain, Chapter 6 and Chapter 7, taken together, 
explore the interconnections between master discourses and classroom interactions. 
Specifically I ask two questions: (a) How are elders represented in the official and other 
public discourses in relation to recent female marriage immigrants, and what are the 
ideologies behind these discourses? (Chapter 6) (b) How are these official narratives, and 
their underlying ideologies, reproduced and contested in the literacy classroom? (Chapter 
7) Ultimately, the goal of these two chapters combined is to examine how Taiwanese 
elders‘ sociolinguistically marginal status (as discussed in the previous chapters) has been 
solidified and transformed in the face of the recent influx of new young female 
immigrants.  
In what follows, I will first examine the broad underlying linguistic ideology 
detectable in what Agha (2003) terms, ―a speech chain network,‖ which marginalizes 
waiji peiou and elders. The speech chain network here consists of interconnected 
discourses circulating in official documents, the media, and Adult Basic Education 
Teachers Workshops. This speech chain network reveals that within the linguistic regime 
(Kroskrity, 2000) of Mandarin-only in contemporary Taiwan, the geographically 
displaced waiji peiou, and historically displaced elders, are constructed and conflated as 
illiterate, and therefore, unqualified caregivers and non-modern, despite the fact that 
many elders are literate in the former colonial language, Japanese, and many of the waiji 
peiou are literate in their native languages. They are infantilized and treated as what I call 
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―social children.‖ The chapter ends with a discussion of how the elders have become 
marginal within the margin (i.e., how elders have been progressively viewed in the 
speech chain network as unworthy of receiving public resources in the face of the urgent 
need to educate waiji peiou, who must teach the future generation of Taiwan).  
In the next chapter, I present a detailed discussion of interactions in a literacy 
class, which was a community class in Sunset Mountain. It was originally designed for 
waiji peiou, all from Vietnam, but the community committee decided to invite elders to 
the class, because, as Mr. Chen, the director of the committee, reported, ―There were not 
enough waiji peiou to make the class.‖ As it had been intended for the Vietnamese 
mothers, the curriculum included childrearing in addition to Mandarin literacy. An 
examination of content of instruction and classroom discourses provides insights into 
how the infantilization was mediated through face-to-face classroom interactions. I also 
noted students‘ complex ways of resisting the social categories imposed upon them. 
Together, the classroom data show that the marginal status of ―illiterates‖ and 
―unqualified caregivers,‖ labels which are often attached to the two groups, are 
re/produced and contested in the classroom setting. More importantly, the two groups are 
socialized to be children, or child-like, in order to learn basic Mandarin literacy and be 
socialized into modern Taiwanese citizens.  
Examined from the perspective of language socialization, Chapter 6 and Chapter 
7, taken together, illustrate a rare case of language socialization, in which adults are 
socialized to be child-like while the majority of the language socialization literature 
examines how children are socialized into adult-like culturally appropriate behavior. 
They also demonstrate a rare case in which, from the standpoint of the nation, the 
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traditionally venerated elders is less important or less worthy of being attended to than 
the racialized other (i.e., waiji peiou and their children) under the future-oriented 
ideology of modernity.  
 
Official Discourses: Conflating Elders and Waiji Peiou 
 In official and other public discourses, elders and waiji peiou have been 
stigmatized and conflated under the labels, ―illiterate‖ and ―unqualified caregivers,‖ 
because of their lack of Mandarin language and literacy abilities.  
“The illiterate” 
In recent years, Taiwan has witnessed two demographic trends: rapid aging and 
the influx of marriage immigrants from Southeast Asia. With the fertility rate dropping 
from 1.72 in 1991 to 1.12 in 2005, the Taiwanese population as a whole has aged at a 
remarkably rapid pace. In 1993, people over 65 accounted for 7.64 percent of the national 
population. In 2005, they made up around 10 percent and by 2021, they are projected to 
exceed 24 percent. Concurrently, as a regional phenomenon, female marriage immigrants 
from Southeast Asia and China to East Asian countries such as Taiwan, Korea, and Japan 
have increased significantly in the last decade. In Taiwan, about one out of eight 
newlywed couples is transnational in 2004, exclusive of those involving ―Chinese brides‖ 
who are not officially called ―foreigners.‖ The majority of waiji peiou come from 
Vietnam (over 55%), followed by Indonesia, Thailand, and the Philippines (Ministry of 
Interior, 2004).
43
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 Waiji peiou has become a distinct category from other transnational marriages in Taiwan not only 
because of their dramatically increasing numbers but also because of their ―commodified‖ feature. These 
marriages are mediated through transnational commercial agencies. For the brides, marrying a Taiwanese 
man improves the economic condition of her native family. On the other hand, the grooms often have 
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The increasing quantity of the two populations has been perceived to be lowering 
the overall quality of the national population and thus interfering with the development of 
the nation. As stated explicitly in the recent population policy (Ministry of Interior, 2005), 
the two groups will ―not only undermine the nation‘s economic development, but also 
have an impact on the stability of our citizens‘ economic life and the promotion of living 
standard‖ (p. 34). Despite considerable differences along the lines of age, language, 
education, and ethnicity, elders and waiji peiou are usually reduced to one in the 
mainstream discourses regarding their ―quality,‖ in particular, their ―illiterate‖ status and 
their perceived lack of modern childrearing knowledge. 
The quality discourses of these two populations, translating population quantity 
into social hierarchization of quality, are an embodiment of the politics of demography, 
or, as Foucault (1978) terms it, ―a bio-politics of population,‖ which subjugates bodies 
and populations into ―knowledge‘s field of control and power‘s sphere of intervention‖ (p. 
142). In the present case, the knowledge produced in the social differentiation of the 
elders and waiji peiou is closely linked to the linguistic fact that the majority of these two 
groups are lacking in Standard Mandarin, which has been conceptualized as a linguistic 
resource necessary for modern life in Taiwan. In contemporary Taiwan, where the 
linguistic regime of Mandarin-only has been transformed to incorporate an ideology of 
modernity, this lack-of-Standard has profound ideological and practical consequences for 
these two populations. First, these two groups are conceptualized as simply ―illiterate,‖ 
despite the linguistic fact that many in each group are literate in languages other than 
                                                                                                                                                 
difficulties finding a wife in Taiwan, due to their financial constraints, physical disadvantages, or rural 
agricultural backgrounds. They marry ―foreign brides‖ with the desire to produce the next generation and to 
gain domestic help (Hsia, 2002). 
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Standard Mandarin. The ideological construction of illiterate involves a semiotic process 
Irvine and Gal (2000) term ―erasure‖: 
Erasure is the process in which, in simplifying the sociolinguistic field, renders 
some persons or activities (or sociolinguistic phenomena) invisible. Facts that are 
inconsistent with the ideological scheme either go unnoticed or get explained 
away. So, for example, a social group or a language may be imagined as 
homogenous, its internal variation disregarded. Because a linguistic ideology is a 
totalizing vision, elements that do not fit its interpretive structure—that cannot be 
seen to fit—must be either ignored or transformed (p. 38). 
 
To be sure, about 30% of females (compared to 5% of males) over 65 are 
illiterate.
44
 As discussed in chapter 2, the highly aged and gendered illiterate population is 
due to the political ruptures and economic fluctuations that occurred in Taiwan in the first 
half of the 20
th
 century coupled with the traditional patriarchal values that view 
investment in a daughter‘s education a waste of family resources (Yu, 1988). However, 
many elders do have various degrees of Japanese literacy acquired through Japanese 
colonial education, or Hoklo literacy (i.e. reading Chinese in the Hoklo pronunciation) 
acquired through the traditional shufang in the first half of the twentieth century.
45
 What 
they have in common is that they do not speak Mandarin. As the linguistic regime 
changed after 1945, the majority of them did not ―move along‖ with the change. Their 
education was truncated and they still speak in the old regime. 
The linguistic and educational backgrounds of waiji peiou are no less varied than 
the elders. The overwhelming majority of waiji peiou are literate in their native 
languages—around 60% of them have at least an elementary or junior high education 
(Ministry of Interior, 2004). But these linguistic facts regarding elders and waiji peiou are 
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 As of 2005, the national illiteracy rate is 2.67%. Females over 65 make up 67% of the total illiterate 
population, and males over 65 make up 11% of the total illiterate population.  
45
 See Chapter 2, ―Sociolinguistic history of Taiwan‖ for a detailed description of the linguistic and literacy 
repertoire of Taiwanese elders.  
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―erased‖ or rendered invisible because they are inconsistent with the scheme in which 
Mandarin is naturalized to be ―the language‖ or ―the literacy‖ necessary for modern life. 
Furthermore, the diverse educational backgrounds and linguistic repertoires within and 
between these two groups are not observed. As a result, the two groups are homogenized 
and declared ―illiterate,‖ and therefore, non-modern. 
Second, in the eyes of the nation, these two ―illiterate‖ groups are subjected to 
interventions (i.e. receiving basic Mandarin literacy education) to be transformed to 
―literate‖ modern citizens. The official discourses have argued that the eradication of 
illiteracy is necessary for Taiwan to become a modern developed nation. These 
discourses are usually made following an international script of literacy, often 
crystallized in the discourses of international organizations such as International Institute 
for Management Development (IMD) and the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO).
46
 For example, as elucidated in Taiwan‘s Mid-term 
Plan for Eradicating Illiteracy (Ministry of Education, 1997), ―The illiteracy rate is a 
strong indicator in evaluating our country‘s global competitiveness. In the 46 major 
nations listed in IMD, our literacy rate ranks 33. Therefore, it is urgent to eradicate 
illiteracy‖ (p. 3). In fact, back in 1997 when waiji peiou‘s ―illiteracy‖ problem had not yet 
caught the nation‘s attention, the government argued that the illiteracy rate among the 
population under 44 was as low as that in developed countries (Ministry of Interior, 
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 The earlier adult literacy programs (antecedents of SEP) in the early post-colonial era were characterized 
by a nationalist ideology. This is demonstrated in the content of the textbooks. For example, a lesson titled 
―We are all Chinese people‖ reads, ―wo shi zhongguo ren, ni shi zhongguo ren, ta ye shi zhongguo ren, 
women dou shi zhongguo ren.‖  (I am a Chinese. You are a Chinese. He is a Chinese. We are all Chinese.) 
Other illuminating titles include ―Learning the National Language,‖  ―The National Flag,‖ ―Central 
Government,‖ and ―President Chiang Kai-shek.‖  
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2006). In other words, the underlying logic was—and still is—that these historical 
subjects are to blame for slowing down the nation‘s trajectory into modernity.  
The following examples from the Mid-term Plan for Eradicating Illiteracy 
(Ministry of Education, 1997) further posit that these illiterate elders‘ non-modernness is 
detrimental to themselves, to their families, and to the nation: 
 Example 1 
A lot of the illiterates are elderly. The elderly have an influential position in the 
family and their words and behaviors are crucial to a family‘s ambiance. The 
eradication of their illiteracy and the improvement of their life knowledge will 
help enhance their family’s harmonious relationship. (p. 3) [bold emphasis 
mine] 
 
Example 2 
Living arrangements have changed [in our country]. The number of nuclear 
families has increased. Those who were deprived of educational opportunities in 
their childhood need to be transformed into literates so that they can lead a 
comfortable life. The young have to leave home to work in the cities and those 
who were deprived of educational opportunities in their childhood cannot rely on 
their adult children. Those who were deprived of educational opportunities in 
their childhood have to improve their own living qualities by accessing new 
knowledge. For example, they can get in touch with modern society by watching 
television. Therefore, it is urgent that they learn the skills of reading, writing, and 
numeracy. (p. 2)  
 
Example 3 
Shixue guomin (Citizens who were deprived of educational opportunities) should 
also possess good communication abilities. […] The illiterate should learn 
language, literacy, and signs. In particular, if they do not understand Mandarin, it 
is hard for them to access new knowledge. […] This will hinder their own 
growth and obstruct the nation’s modernization. (p. 2) 
 
As we see, this condescending discourse is directly linked to the goal of 
modernization. Just as the diverse literacy abilities of these two groups are erased, so too 
is the contribution of the Taiwanese elders to the nation‘s modernization. These elders 
were in their 30s and 40s in 1974. Consider the following excerpt from a speech made by 
the Minister of Interior that year. In this speech, these same women workers were praised 
for their contribution to the nation‘s economic development:  
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Women workers have played an essential role in the course of economic and 
social development in the Republic of China [i.e. Taiwan] during the last decade. 
The rapid rate of economic growth has increased the demand for manpower. It is 
imperative, therefore, that good use be made of women in order to meet the labor 
requirement of firms and farms. 
(Cited in Kung, 1978, p. 50) 
 
In the 1970s, the female work force extolled above was comprised of 25% 
illiterates.
47
 It is hard to estimate how many of these women, who were educated in the 
Japanese colonial system, were also in the work force back then. In other words, 
―authentically‖ illiterate or not, these women have contributed to the modernization of 
Taiwan. Examined in this historical context, the construction of elders as interfering with 
the nation‘s development is entirely unfounded and purely ideological. That is, through 
the semiotic process of erasure, they are constructed as illiterate and non-modern citizens, 
notwithstanding their diverse linguistic and educational backgrounds and their 
contribution to the nation‘s modernization in their younger years. Scholars of linguistic 
ideology have argued that attending to history allows for the extrication of semiotic and 
social processes of ideological formation (see Blommaert, 1999). In the case of Taiwan, 
only from a historical perspective can we see the sociopolitical aspect of these otherwise 
naturalized, taken-for-granted ideas about elders and their language abilities, or lack 
thereof. 
More recently, the term ―illiterate‖ not only indexes elders, but also waiji peiou, 
although most of the latter have at least an elementary or middle school education in their 
home countries (Ministry of Interior, 2004). The conceptualization of waiji peiou as 
―illiterate‖ has fueled anxieties and concerns on the part of the government, media, 
academics, and the general public over these young women‘s capability of educating 
                                                 
47
 The percentage is calculated from the table in Kung (1978) (p. 43). 
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their own children. The fear is that they are deficient parents who will lower the quality 
of the Taiwanese population overall and weaken the nation‘s global competitiveness. For 
example, in 2001, the Ministry of Education explicitly names waiji peiou ―the new 
illiterate population,‖ and posits that measures in opening waiji peiou-only classes within 
the existing adult literacy programs are to ―prevent problems that might occur in their 
families and to their children‘s education.‖ (―Illiteracy Rate,‖ 2001). 
Today, the geographically displaced waiji peiou, along with the historically 
displaced Taiwanese elders, have become two visible icons of the non-modern member 
of society who needs to be educated and transformed. The following excerpt from a 
recent newsletter published by the Ministry of Education (2006) made the national 
mission explicit. The title of this article is ―Lowering the nation‘s illiteracy rate, 
promoting the nation‘s global competitiveness.‖ 
The UN initiated the ―Literacy Decade‖ project on February 13, 2003. It stresses 
that literacy is a key step in basic education as well as an indispensable means for 
participating effectively in the 21
st
-century social and economic activities. […] 
Our nation provides ABEP to both shixue minzhong [people who were deprived 
of educational opportunities in the past] and waiji peiou to cultivate their basic 
life skills and literacy skills […] in order for them to be integrated into the 
modern social environment.  
 
“Unqualified caregiver” 
In addition to being conflated as ―illiterates,‖ waiji peiou and elders are also 
constructed as ―unqualified caregivers,‖ despite their childrearing knowledge gained from 
past experiences or cultures. Grandparents are considered as ―deficient‖ caregivers when 
they need to care for their grandchildren. The grandparenting ―problem‖ has been termed 
―ge dai jiao yang problem‖ (cross-generational childrearing problem) and received great 
media attention in recent years. The devaluation of these two groups‘ childrearing 
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abilities is closely linked to their lack-of-Standard: they cannot be trusted to raise 
children/grandchildren in the modern manner because they do not have Mandarin 
language and literacy abilities, which have been associated with modernity in 
contemporary Taiwan.   
For example, a recent documentary, Great Grandmother‟s Son, commissioned by 
the magazine, shang ye zhou kan (Business Weekly), is aimed at tackling the ―ge dai jiao 
yang problem.‖ The so-called ―ge dai jiao yang problem‖ occurs mostly in rural or 
farming communities, when young parents work and live in the cities, leaving their 
children in the grandparents‘ care. While social economic status is clearly an issue in 
providing the best education for these children, the media pervasively cast the 
grandparents, and specifically, their lack of education, as the root of the ―ge dai jiao yang 
problem.‖ For example, a major Taiwanese airline, Eva Air, has an inflight entertainment 
magazine called Star Gallery. In an article introducing the documentary film, Great 
Grandmother‟s Son, it writes, 
Grandparents simply cannot take the place of parents. Many of Taiwan’s elderly 
have had little or no formal education and are ill-equipped to prepare a child 
for life in the modern world. […] Through Great Grandmother‟s Son, we learn 
that care and education of the future generation is of the utmost importance for 
any society, for they will become parents, too, one day. (―One Taiwan, Two 
Worlds,‖ p. 3) 
 
Note that limited or no education is identified as making Taiwanese elders ill-
qualified for preparing ―the future generation‖ for ―life in the modern world.‖48 Since the 
linkage between education and Mandarin has been naturalized and normalized – namely, 
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 In Taiwan, grandparents used to be highly involved in childrearing (Wolf, 1972, 1978). They still are 
directly involved in childrearing or give support to parents about childrearing (Cho, Sandel, Miller, & 
Wang, 2005). The discourse discrediting grandparents‘ abilities in childrearing surfaced only recently. The 
issue is intertwined and confounded with the economic factors, but grandparents have become the target of 
critique in the recent discourses surrounding the phenomenon ―parenting the grandchildren‖ (ge dai jiao 
yang).   
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education refers exclusively to Mandarin education, with Hoklo or Japanese education 
erased within the Mandarin-only ideology – what is implied in the above passage is that 
these elders are lacking in Mandarin abilities, which will hinder their grandchildren‘s 
school performance. The article indeed continues to lament the fate of the child cared for 
by his Hoklo-speaking uneducated great grandmother: ―For him, a life of comfort in the 
city, surrounded by toys and his parents‘ love, remains just a dream. He swears a lot, 
cannot speak even basic Mandarin Chinese and performs poorly at school‖ (p. 3). 
The same logic applies to waiji peiou. For example, consider the following title of 
a report in a major newspaper: ―Waiji Peiou Illiterate, Profound Problems Educating 
Future Children of Taiwan.‖ (waiji peiou bu shi zi, xin tai wan zhi zi jiao dao wen ti da) 
(―Waiji Peiou Illiterate,‖ 2006). The reporter calls waiji peiou categorically ―illiterate‖ 
and questions their ability to educate the future generation of Taiwanese. Another news 
report about a seminar on the issue of waiji peiou cites a chief executive officer of a 
leading NGO in Taiwan explicitly stating that waiji peiou ―have little idea about how to 
raise their children‖ and cautioning that these children ―may have difficulty in expressing 
themselves verbally and […] achieving the same vocabulary as other children of the same 
age‖ (Yiu, 2004). Taken together, these two reports suggest two themes concerning 
Mandarin-only ideology that enables the connections among literacy, language, 
childrearing, and school performance. First, waiji peiou‘s perceived lack of literacy 
abilities is thought of as an index of their inherent incapability in childrearing. This can 
be observed from the news title quoted above and the NGO representative‘s blatant 
comment that waiji peiou ―have little idea about how to raise their children.‖ Secondly, 
the above two reports also provide important clues to how the relations among literacy, 
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language and Mandarin come to be seen as normal and natural. As we see, the NGO 
representative goes on to caution that children‘s limited exposure to Mandarin creates an 
impoverished vocabulary that will hinder their school performance. Without this 
naturalized discourse linking language, literacy, and education to Mandarin, it would be 
impossible for this NGO representative to give such a warning. 
In addition to having their childrearing abilities called into question separately, 
elders and waiji peiou are, once again, often reductively conflated in media reports on 
childrearing ―problems‖ despite their considerable dissimilarity. For example, in 2001, a 
major newspaper (United News) published an article titled, ―Families With Waiji Mama 
(foreign mothers), Problems With Childrearing.‖ The report cites a study that indicates 
63.6% of children born to waiji peiou display developmental delays,
49
 and then quotes 
the researcher of the study as saying:  
There are more and more waiji xinniang married into Taiwanese families. The 
government should provide waiji xinniang with medical and childcare assistance. 
For example, many waiji xinniang return to their home country to visit. Their 
visits sometimes last a long period, during which time the responsibility of 
childrearing falls on the grandparents. Things like this are not favorable to 
interactions between parents and children. These are possible conditions resulting 
in children being developmentally delayed. (―Families with Waiji Mama ,‖ 2001) 
As we can see, the researcher claimed that grandparents, who often care for the 
children while the children‘s waiji mothers return to their home countries to visit, also 
play a part in the children‘s developmental delays. In other words, in this report 
Taiwanese elders and waiiji peiou are conflated as unqualified caregivers. While the 
grandparents in this report, parents-in-law of waiji peiou, are very likely to exert 
authority over waiji peiou within the family on many familial issues, including 
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 Although the study was later criticized for its biased sampling –thirteen pairs of mothers and children 
were recruited when they went to the hospital to seek medical care, it has set off ever-increasing doubts and 
concerns over waiji peiou‟s childrearing capacities. 
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childrearing, (cf. Cho, Miller, Sandel, & Wang, 2005), in the nation‘s eyes, the elderly 
grandparents are no more qualified in raising children than their foreign daughters-in-law 
from Southeast Asia. As I have demonstrated above, this conflation is only possible 
because these two groups are viewed as equally ―illiterate,‖ and therefore, equally 
unqualified caregivers because they do not speak Mandarin.   
However, it is important to note that elders and waiji peiou face a similar yet 
different stigmatization process. As scholars have rightly pointed out, language 
ideologies are not only about language; they are interconnected with meaning systems in 
other arenas of life, such as nationality, tradition, modernity, ethnicity, race, etc. (see 
Kroskrity, 2000). In the case of waiji peiou, society‘s construction of them as ―illiterate,‖ 
―non-modern,‖ and ―unqualified caregivers,‖ is also closely linked to their being 
constructed as ―racialized others‖ in contemporary Taiwan. For instance, this 
racialization was made explicit by the Administrative Vice Minister of Education in a 
meeting with local educational officials in 2005: ―There is a problem with the quality of 
waiji-peiou.‖ Then he urged these local officials to tell waiji peiou: ―Don‘t have so many 
children!‖ (―Official at the Ministry of Education,‖ 2005). On the contrary, in a speech 
delivered at the commencement of one of the top universities in Taiwan, Premier Yu 
Xikun urged the graduates to have more children to increase the nation‘s fertility. 
Juxtaposing the words of the two government officials, we see that not all people are 
considered equal in Taiwan; local Taiwanese are superior to waiji peiou and the hierarchy 
extends to the next generations. Although counter-narratives are voiced, it is still not 
uncommon to encounter bold racialized comments in the media and among the general 
public, as demonstrated in the following news article:  
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Foreign brides have become the segment of the population with the highest 
fertility rate, but foreign brides and their husbands are disadvantaged in their 
health, economic resources, and education. Their children are more likely to be 
socio-economically disadvantaged. This deserves our attention and care. 
Specialists contend that quality is as important as quantity with regard to 
population policies. The greatest wave of ‗ethnic integration‘ is underway in the 
history of Taiwan. […] Historically, all ethnically integrated empires improved 
the gene pool based on principles of natural selection and thus the nations became 
stronger. But the ethnic integration of Taiwan with Southeast Asia could very 
likely be considered a case of gene pool degradation. (―Waiji Xinniang Children,‖ 
2004) 
 
Note that children produced by interracial couples involving waiji peiou are 
portrayed as ―a case of gene pool degradation.‖ In other words, waiji peiou, imagined as 
genetically inferior, will make the nation weaker by their very existence and by their 
―high fertility rate.‖ The latter is also imagined because the fertility rate of waiji peiou is 
comparable to that of local Taiwanese women.
50
 In other words, in society‘s eyes, it is 
not only a matter of impoverished nurture (i.e. non-Mandarin speaking mothers) but also 
a matter of deficient nature (i.e. Southeast Asian mothers) that hamper the development 
of children born to waiji peiou.  
 In sum, in contemporary Taiwan, the racialized other (i.e. waiji peiou) and female 
elders, formerly constructed as esteemed grandmothers, are often stigmatized and 
conflated in master discourses  as ―illiterate‖ and ―unqualified caregivers‖ for their lack 
of Mandarin language and literacy abilities. Within the Mandarin-only ideology that has 
been associated with modernity, this lack also indexes their non-modernness. Such 
rhetoric associated with the ideology of modernity naturalizes and normalizes the 
sociolinguistic hierarchy and inequality embedded in these discourses, which 
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 According to a survey report on waiji peiou‟s life (Ministry of Interior, 2004), 70% of waiji peiou 
surveyed give birth to children. Among those who have children, the fertility rate is 1.5, compared to 1.2, 
that of local Taiwanese women.  
 130 
categorically stigmatize these two groups and erase the linguistic and language capital 
they have cultivated historically and transnationally. 
 What remains noteworthy about these discourses is that elders and waiji peiou 
have been infantilized. Within the logic of Taiwan‘s ideal for modernizing its citizenry, 
individuals within these two groups are perceived as children in that they have not been 
educated in a modern way, namely, in a language that is viewed as modern. Therefore, 
they are as ―pre-modern‖ and ―pre-educated‖ as children. In the next section, I show that 
these two groups are in effect treated as, what I call, ―social children‖ in adult literacy 
programs that aim to transform them into modern Taiwanese citizens.  
 
Creation of “Social Children” 
Currently two adult literacy programs are available in Taiwan: ―Supplementary 
Education Program for the Stage of Elementary schooling‖ (SEP) and ―Adult Basic 
Education Programs‖ (ABEP). Established in 1976, SEP had antecedents that existed 
since the early post-colonial era in the 1950s. Conversely, ABEP is a rather recent 
addition, set up in 1991, as the government is keen on lowering the national illiteracy rate 
to be comparable to that in developed countries—2% on average. These two programs 
were originally set up to serve shixue minzhong (literally ‗people who were deprived of 
educational opportunities‘).  
Shixue minzhong is a hazily defined social category as well as an ideologically 
charged term. While the literal meaning refers to people who were deprived of 
educational opportunities, its social and historical meaning points to people who did not 
receive Mandarin education, although this implication is never explicitly stated. 
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Therefore, when official documents of ABEP and SEP have named shixue minzhong as 
their targeted student body, those who are Japanese-educated and Hoklo educated before 
1945 routinely appear in the programs along with those without any formal education. 
Now that contemporary Taiwan has seen close to a 100% elementary school enrollment 
rate since Mandarin education was implemented in the post-war years, the category of 
―shixue minzhong‖ now involves, almost exclusively, elders. The identification of and 
self-identification as members of shixue minzhong, once again, illustrates that within the 
post-war Mandarin-only linguistic regime, elements other than Mandarin in Taiwanese 
elders‘ linguistic repertoires have become erased and invisible. Recently, SEP and ABEP 
have started to accommodate waiji peiou, as these geographically displaced subjects are 
reduced to the same social category of ―illiterate‖ as elders. All the classes offered in the 
two programs are free of charge. 
The institutional practices and setups of SEP and ABEP embody the 
stigmatization of elders and waiji peiou as ―social children.‖ Both SEP and ABEP are 
offered through elementary schools. The classes are held in the evenings, usually in the 
same classrooms elementary students occupy during the day, with desks and chairs too 
small for adults.
51
 The teaching staff is typically made up of elementary school teachers 
who have no prior training in adult education. The teaching materials used to be, and still 
are in many schools, elementary school Mandarin class textbooks or equivalent reading 
materials. Learning materials were later developed to fit the elderly student population, 
and recently waiji peiou. However, many teachers still use elementary school or 
equivalent materials (Lin, 2005). 
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 Some schools provide teachers‘ conference rooms for the class (Lin, 2005).  
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Furthermore, all three groups—elementary school children, elders, and waiji 
peiou— jointly attend a graduation ceremony or end-of-semester ceremony at the 
elementary school. During June or July every year news reports abound about the 
celebration of ―three-in-one‖ ceremonies. For example, in a report titled, ―Three-in-one 
Graduation Ceremony, Everyone Together. Elementary School Students, Grandfathers 
Grandmothers, and Waiji Xinniang Got Together‖ (2001), the occasion is depicted as 
―extraordinarily warm‖ (ge wai wen xing). Note that the theory underlying such 
―charming‖ reports and institutional setups is that the two adult groups are equated with 
children and, as such, must be socialized into modern adult society via Mandarin 
education. That is, the structural settings of adult literacy programs embody the 
Mandarin-only ideology, within which those lacking in Mandarin abilities are viewed as 
inevitably lesser, non-modern, and childlike. As ―social children,‖ they are to be treated 
like children—even in face-to-face interactions in the classroom.  
A teaching demonstration at the 2004 Taipei City ABEP teacher workshop clearly 
illustrates that classroom practices also work to naturalize and normalize the 
infantilization of these adult students. This two-day workshop was sponsored by the 
Department of Education of Taipei City government and all ABEP teachers in Taipei 
City were required to attend. A small portion of the participants were from NGOs, which 
had also been devoted to educating waiji peiou. The invited speakers consisted of 
government officials, academics, and experienced ABEP teachers and textbook writers. 
On the second day of the workshop, Mrs. Cheng, an ABEP teacher of a ―waiji peiou-only 
class,‖ was invited to give a teaching demonstration. Mrs. Cheng was well-known for her 
effective, creative, and energetic pedagogy and was said to be popular with her waiji 
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peiou students. Ten waiji peiou students participated in the teaching demonstration with 
her. Before the session started, the students sat in the front of the conference room facing 
the blackboard on the wall. As Mrs. Cheng walked into the room, the class leader (ban 
zhang) gave commands to the whole class to, ―stand up,‖ ―bow,‖ and ―sit down‖. Upon 
these commands, students stood up, bowed to the teacher saying ―Good morning, 
teacher‖ (laoshi hao), and then sat down. After this opening ritual, which is typical in 
elementary and middle schools in Taiwan, Mrs. Cheng started the class with a warm-up 
activity. The whole sequence of the activity struck me as patronizing and infantilizing. I 
wrote in my field notes: 
 Mrs. Cheng walked briskly into the room with a big smile. Immediately after the 
―opening ritual,‖ she said, ―ba ni de shou jie gei wo‖ (give me your hands). She 
then raised her two arms in the air, saying, ―ai de gu li‖ (loving encouragement). 
Students seemed to understand perfectly well what this meant. They clapped their 
hands with a musical rhythm in unison with the teacher. She pretended that she 
was not satisfied with the clapping—volume being too low, not being energetic 
enough, etc. She frowned and smiled at the same time, saying in a child-directed 
style, ―bu xing. Tai xiao sheng le. Zai lai yi ci.‖ (No way. The volume was too 
low. Do it one more time.) Students did the rhythmic clapping with her in unison 
again and louder. During the clapping, she used exaggerated facial expressions, 
smiled, walked back and forth in the front, and sometimes stopped, bending 
forward and lowering her head, to show she was listening and was paying 
attention to how loud the clapping was. She was more satisfied with the second 
clapping. But she said, ―One last time.‖ She stood in the center of the front 
bending forward and smiling. She then said something in a moral tone about how 
learning should be conducted in a spirited style. 
 (Field notes, July 28, 2004) 
After the warm-up activity, Mrs. Cheng began teaching a lesson, which she had 
developed. In 2004, no materials had been developed yet for waiji peiou, and Mrs. Cheng 
was much respected for developing these materials out of her devotion to teaching this 
special population. The lesson taught that day consisted of a text and accompanying 
vocabulary and grammar exercises, etc. The content of the text, titled ―Jia He Wang Shi 
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Xing‖ (A harmonious family leads to prosperity and success), concerns waiji peiou‘s role 
in creating a harmonious family and includes instruction on how to be a respectful 
daughter-in-law, a good wife, and a good mother:  
Jia you yi lao, ru you yi bao, 
(An elder in the family is like a treasure in the family) 
Jing ai po po, chang neng huo de teng ai, 
(If you respect your mother-in-law, you can often get cherished and loved.) 
Po xi zhi jian he le rong rong; 
(There is harmony between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law) 
Xiang sheng fang xin, nu li gong zuo; 
(Your husband feels relieved and works hard) 
Hai zi an xin, ren zhen du shu; 
(Your children feel secure and study hard) 
Jia jia an le, wan shi ru yi! 
(Every family is safe and happy and everything goes well!) 
 
 Mrs. Cheng used this short text to teach new items of vocabulary. In the meantime, 
she lectured to the students about how to be good daughters-in-law in a child-directed 
speech style (e.g. by using a lot of particles, en, a, o), which could easily be interpreted as 
condescending. When the demonstration ended, there was a short break before a panel 
discussion about the teaching demonstration. I briefly interviewed several of the 
participating teachers about their perceptions of Mrs. Cheng‘s demonstration during the 
break. All of them praised her enthusiasm for teaching waiji peiou and were very much 
impressed with her pedagogy and teaching materials.
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 None of them seemed to perceive 
her as speaking down to her students.  
One might argue that talking to waiji peiou in a style infused with child-directed 
speech is not condescending, but rather a ―mock‖ performance (Hill, 2001), intended to 
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 Mrs. Cheng was genuinely concerned about the well-being of these young women. As Mrs. Cheng 
revealed in a panel discussion after the demonstration, she has made herself not only a teacher, but also a 
mentor, a protector, and a fictive mother to the waiji peiou students. She treated these young women like 
her own daughters. She sent gifts to her students when they gave birth, gave advice when they had marital 
problems, etc. 
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lighten up the learning atmosphere through the intentional use of style change and frame 
―leakage.‖ Nevertheless, using such arguably patronizing speech throughout the 
demonstration with the young women suggests that child-directed speech is a natural and 
normalized way of talking to these young adults. And the fact that Mrs. Cheng is invited 
to demonstrate her teaching in the first place illustrates that her pedagogy is endorsed and 
encouraged by the government. This style is also accepted by Mrs. Cheng‘s peer teachers 
as they unanimously speak highly of her after seeing the demonstration.  
It is important to note that the condescending speech style and infantilization of 
waiji peiou hark back to the master discourses that reduce waiji peiou and elders to 
―illiterate‖ and ―non-modern.‖ The neat convergence of the structural settings and actual 
teaching practices within the adult literacy programs shows that these adult students are 
equated with young children. Moreover, the seemingly natural care of benevolent and 
mother-like teachers for their foreign ―illiterate‖ students masks the sociolinguistic 
inequality involved, so much so that treating them like children has come to be seen as 
perfectly natural and normal.  
 
Elders: Marginal Within the Margin  
Although elders and waiji peiou are both categorically conceptualized as 
―illiterate‖ under the logic of Mandarin-only and deemed to need education to become 
modern Taiwanese citizens, recently there has been a tendency in government policy 
towards prioritizing educational resources for waiji peiou. Specifically, the government 
has allocated three billion New Taiwan dollars ($US 97,000,000) from 2005 to 2015 for 
the purpose of educating waiji peiou (Ministry of Interior, 2005). Literacy classes offered 
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by NGOs and other private organizations have also mushroomed all over Taiwan in the 
past few years. Within a short period of time, educating waiji peiou has become a 
national mission. 
 The policy shift that disadvantages elders is hardly palpable to the general public 
because news reports that celebrate their graduation abound every summer. However, 
elders have become marginalized within the ABEP system in the face of the influx of the 
waiji peiou students.  
Data from Taipei City ABEP Teachers Workshop in 2004 and 2005 provides 
important clues to why elders have come to be seen as unworthy of public support for 
literacy education. The focus of these two workshops was almost exclusively on waiji 
peiou students. In 2004 the workshop was even titled ―Waiji Peiou Basic Education 
Teachers Workshop.‖ In 2005, for reasons I still have no way of finding out, the title was 
changed to ―Adult Basic Education (including New Immigrants) Teachers Workshop.‖ 
The parentheses in the 2005 title seem to indicate that ABEP classes still serve primarily 
elders and also accommodate waiji peiou. However, in the two-day workshop, only one 
hour was devoted to topics pertaining to elderly students: an official from the Ministry of 
Education gave a talk on elderly education. In that session, Mr. Chen, an ABEP teacher, 
asked the official to clarify current policies regarding elderly students in ABEP. The 
speaker explained, ―There are very few elders now. We‘ve actually done some interviews 
and paid visits to elders, many of whom lie in hospital wards now. Nowadays elders who 
need literacy education gradually pass away. There are not many left now.‖ Later that day, 
an official from the Department of Education of the Taipei City Government made a 
similar comment in the closing session, ―Now we will gradually switch our focus to the 
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new immigrants. With regard to elders, their natural deaths in the life course will take 
care of it.‖ Surprised by such a blatantly ageist comment, I offered my findings from my 
past research with Taiwanese elders: ―I‘ve been doing research with uneducated elders. 
Based on my experiences working with them, there are still many elders who aspire to be 
literate.‖ No one acknowledged my words. Instead, an ABEP teacher immediately 
followed with a question about waiji peiou, and a heated discussion about how to best 
teach them ensued.  
 I approached Mr. Chen afterwards in the hope of finding out why he raised that 
question. After all, he seemed to be the only one, besides me, in the workshop who was 
concerned about the impact of the policy shift on the elderly students.
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 But I was utterly 
wrong, as he revealed, ―Well, I was just curious. That‘s why I asked. But I think 
nowadays, elders who need to be literate have gradually withered (diaoling). Those who 
were born after the 1950s are all educated.‖ 
Together, the discourses cited above point to a pervasive belief that, soon, elders 
will no longer need the services of ABEP because they will have gradually ―passed 
away‖ and ―withered.‖ In other words, even though elders continue to be explicitly 
constructed as ―illiterate‖ and government interventions are deemed necessary to 
transform them into modern citizens, there is a simultaneous undercurrent of ageism. 
Such discrimination based on age allows for minimal government intervention in the 
―problem‖ of elder illiteracy because ―their natural deaths in the life course will take care 
of it.‖ In other words, the ―problem‖ is now being ―tackled‖ by their advancing age. It is 
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 Other teachers told me that if they could choose, they would rather teach waiji peiou than elders. As one 
teacher stated, ―I would rather teach waiji peiou-only classes. These elder students only come to have fun. 
They come to meet friends. That‘s all. But waiji peiou learn fast and it is very important for them to learn 
Mandarin. Or else, how can they teach their children?‖ 
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important to note that in reality, the number of non-Mandarin literate elders is still much 
higher than that of waiji peiou. More importantly, the cohorts of shixue minzhong were at 
least 60 years of age or older. Most of them were females, just retired from work or freed 
from family responsibilities, and finally had time to realize their dreams of attending 
school and becoming educated (Lin, 2005). 
Under the future-oriented ideology of modernity, elders‘ lack-of-Standard is seen 
as a problem of the past, unworthy of investment in intervention. By contrast, waiji peiou 
are seen as deserving help because of their supposed fecundity and their involvement in 
the education of Taiwan‘s future generations. As another official from the Department of 
Education of the Taipei City Government maintained in the 2005 workshop, ―The new 
immigrants are the new minority group in our country. We must help them, or else their 
next generation will not grow up well and eventually we will be the ones who suffer from 
this situation.‖ 
In sum, the ideal of educating Taiwanese elders into Mandarin-speaking modern 
citizens is being redefined and transformed in the face of the influx of young female 
marriage-immigrants. As the nation is struggling to advance itself in the global economy, 
the perceived threat of elder illiteracy to the nation‘s quest for modernization becomes 
insignificant since these historically displaced subjects will soon become relics of 
Taiwan‘s past. By contrast, educating waiji peiou becomes the pressing need of the day 
because they are responsible for raising and educating Taiwan‘s future generations, who 
will be tomorrow‘s ―pillars of the nation.‖54 Under the ideology of modernity associated 
with Mandarin, elders are perceived as illiterate and non-modern. It is also under the 
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 I borrow this term from Cheney‘s (2007) book title, ―Pillars of the nation: Child citizens and Ugandan 
national development.‖  
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logic of modernity that the perceived problem of elders becomes negligible in the face of 
the pressing need to teach Mandarin to waiji peiou so they can ―properly‖ educate their 
own children. In other words, under the future-oriented ideology of modernity, 
Taiwanese elders have become the most marginal within the margin. This finding of the 
present research has not been addressed in the local academic discussions of adult 
literacy class or research on these groups. It is not addressed in the local media either. 
Ironically, local elders still think they are the main target group of the adult literacy 
classes.  
The covert peripheralization of elders in the service of Mandarin literacy 
education is also evident at the community level in Sunset Mountain, as we shall see in 
the next chapter. Local elders are not aware of their marginal status as compared to waiji 
peiou except for feeling threatened by the young mothers‘ performance in the literacy 
class. One of them even commented on the absence of waiji peiou at the last class, 
positioning waiji peiou as peripheral and elders as the main target students: ―We let them 
come here to study. But you cannot force them to come. And you cannot exclude them 
from the class. And we have this teacher teaching, anyone who wanted to come can come. 
As Director Chen said, ‗the more, the better.‘ And now these brides do not want to come, 
we cannot do anything about it. That‘s their business.‖  
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Chapter 7 
Socializing Taiwanese Grandmothers and Vietnamese Mothers  
Through Adult Literacy Education in Contemporary Taiwan 
 
  In this chapter, I first describe the literacy class in Sunset Mountain. Then I 
analyze classroom discourses to show how the elderly students and the young 
Vietnamese mothers are consistently discursively infantilized in the classroom.   
 
 
The Literacy Class in Sunset Mountain  
The research site in this chapter is a literacy class that took place in the Boai 
community. It was organized by Mr. Chen, the director of the Boai Community 
Development Association (BCDA). Boai is one of the 12 villages in Sunset Mountain  
Township. It has a population of 730; 16% of the population is elders aged 65 and over, 
and in 2005, there were 17 waiji peiou in the village. Since being elected Director of the 
BCDA, Mr. Chen was eager to do something for the community. With only an 
elementary school education, he taught himself computer and technical writing skills to 
apply to the Ministry of the Interior for funding, with which to offer classes in the 
community. In 2005, the BCDA initially offered Tai Chi, singing, traditional tea songs, 
weekend workshops on local botany and a course in fabric dyeing with a local plant. The 
literacy class was considered the most serious in the curriculum.  
Most of these classes were intended for community elders. As Mr. Chen put it, 
―They need to walk out of their houses. They worked all their lives in the field. If they 
stay at home all the time, then they cannot get in touch with the outside world.‖ But the 
literacy class was an exception in the planning phase; it was originally designed as a 
childrearing class for waiji peiou. Mr. Chen revealed that his goal was ―to support the 
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government‘s policy about wai lao (foreign laborers),‖ which was probably a Freudian 
slip because he corrected himself quickly saying, ―I mean waiji peiou.‖ But during a 
meeting of the BCDA, members of the council raised the possibility of underenrollment 
due to the limited number of waiji peiou in the village and the difficulty they might face 
in getting permission from their family members to attend.
55
 So a decision was made to 
invite elders to the class and the curriculum would be expanded to include the literacy 
class. ―Waiji peiou need to learn literacy and the elders need to study literacy too,‖ Mr. 
Chen reported. Recruiting students to the classes was not an easy task. Mr. Chen 
explained,  
Most of the elders are tea farmers. They do not want to come because they would 
say they do not have time to come to the class, for they still need to work in the 
fields. Some do not want to come to study because they have never been educated 
before. They said, ―we are not literate, how can we study?‖ 
 
It turned out that even Mr. Chen was not sure who would show up before the first class 
meeting. 
Those who came to the class consisted of three different groups: elders, waiji 
peiou, and a third group, which I will hereafter call ―the cheerleaders.‖ While the first 
two groups were the target students, the cheerleaders were composed of mostly middle-
aged community members who were Mandarin educated, including the literacy teacher‘s 
parents (Mr. and Mrs. Huang), a community councilwoman (Mrs. Gao), and the village 
head‘s wife (Mrs. Chuang), who also served as the class leader (banzhang) to help with 
administrative matters. The waiji peiou group had four members, all from Vietnam. One 
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 Many Taiwanese husbands or parents-in-law of waiji peiou fear that if these young women go out to 
attend classes, they might congregate with other waiji peiou, swapping information about their families and 
Taiwanese culture and learning to resist with the support and guidance of other waiji peiou classmates. 
(Hsia, 2002) 
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of them was actually a domestic worker. I include her in the waiji peiou group because 
she always sat with waiji peiou.  
The majority of the elderly group came to ―support‖ Director Chen, although a 
few had a strong desire to study Mandarin literacy. Three of them (including Meiyue and 
Jinglan) had been classmates with Director Chen in the elderly classes in Sunset Moutain 
Primary School and in Pine Year University.
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 Three went to the same Catholic Church 
with the teacher of the community singing class, which they joined first. It was opened 
early that summer, and some of the singing students were recruited to the literacy class by 
Mr. Chen. There were also a couple (Mr. and Mrs. Lin) and an elderly female (Mrs. 
Wang) who came to support the class at Mr. Chen‘s invitation. Among the nine elders, 
four had received a Japanese colonial education. Three had only basic Japanese literacy, 
but Meiyue was at a more advanced level. The remaining five had never received any 
schooling before. 
The teacher (Ms. Huang) was the daughter of a local couple, Mr. and Mrs. Huang, 
both of whom also loyally attended the class to ―support‖ Director Chen and their 
daughter. They also frequently advised their daughter on how to teach the class. Mr. 
Huang was a BCDA council member and when he learned that Director Chen wanted to 
open a childrearing class for local waiji peiou, he recommended his daughter teach the 
class for free. Ms. Huang was in her late 20s, with two years of experience teaching 
elementary school in southern Taiwan. She was still single and had no children of her 
own. She had intended to do volunteer work in another rural town, but when she learned 
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 Mr. Chen had joined the Sunset Mountain Township elderly education programs to acquaint himself with 
the operation of classes, teachers and elderly students. His long-term engagement in these programs indeed 
paid off because almost all program participants who are from Boai village joined his classes, and Mr. 
Chen invited the same Tai Chi and singing teachers in the Township center to teach in his community 
classes.  
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that her own village needed a childrearing/literacy teacher, she gladly embraced the 
opportunity to give something back to her community. Since she was only available for 
one month that summer, the class was far shorter than it would normally have been. 
The class was held two nights a week at the Boai Community Activity Center, a 
two-storey building located on the only naturally flat space in the village. At this location, 
two roads began to lead up into the mountainous areas of the village. The first floor of the 
center was converted to a classroom at night, with a white board in front, next to a 
karaoke machine, and three rows of long tables with chairs at both sides. Usually waiji 
peiou sat in the first row near the door and the cheerleaders and elders took the second 
and third rows respectively. Transportation was provided for elders living in the 
mountainous areas who did not have any means of transportation; Director Chen and I 
took turns giving them rides. 
Each two-hour class meeting was divided into two sessions with a ten-minute 
break between them. The first was devoted to childrearing and the second to basic 
Mandarin literacy. A ―game‖ was usually incorporated into the end of the first session to 
―make the class fun.‖57 
 
Infantilization in the Classroom  
The Mandarin-only ideology associated with modernity entails the infantalization 
of elders and waiji peiou in the Boai community literacy/childrearing class. I will 
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 Director Chen advised Ms. Huang to make the class fun: ―I told her, ‗You will need to cover the topics, 
however you teach them is fine. You could try to see how you could arouse these students‘ interest.‘ I give 
her a lot of freedom. After all, I am not a teacher. I tell her not to just teach, but add some activities to 
arouse the students‘ interest, to make it fun.‖ Ms. Huang reported that she took the suggestion from 
Director Chen to ―make the class fun‖: ―He told me that I could try to make the class fun, to let them play 
some games. … Sometimes I went to workshops for elementary school teachers, and I learned some games 
there to teach my elementary students. I think they are fun. So in-between the two sessions, I let them play 
a game. Those games were all I used with my elementary school students.‖  
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demonstrate how the infantilization manifests in the content of instruction and classroom 
discourse in both courses, presenting  my analysis of the childrearing course first, 
followed by that of the literacy course.  
Childrearing course  
With no prior experience or training in teaching childrearing courses, Ms. Huang 
set out to educate herself about the subject before the class began. Since waiji peiou were 
the target group for this class, she first focused on topics regarding educating young 
children. She drew her ideas mainly from books on parenting written by a western trained 
psychology professor, Hong Lan, who has become a household name among young 
mothers in Taiwan. Ms. Huang also frequently shared with her adult learners her 
successful experiences with elementary school students to elucidate ―proper‖ ways to 
socialize children. These are ways that she understood to be American and western. I will 
explore this point in detail later.  
The childrearing sessions were chiefly conducted in a lecture format. Rarely did 
Ms. Huang invite students into a discussion; nor did students volunteer their opinions. 
Topics covered ranged from respecting children‘s choices, the damaging effect of 
comparing one‘s children with other children, expressing love to children, and the 
importance of praising, to how to get along with your adult children and successful aging. 
Ms. Huang‘s shift from parenting topics to aging issues was due partly to the waiji 
peiou‟s lack of interest in the childrearing course and partly to her accommodation of the 
elders in the class. She even artfully changed the title of the session from ―childrearing‖ 
course (qin zhi jiao yu) to ―family‖ course (jia ting ke) to make it more relevant to the 
elders. As she put it,  
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I found that waiji peiou are more interested in learning literacy. When I was 
lecturing, they were there busy practicing writing phonetic symbols and 
discussing among themselves. And my father saw that too. He said, ―Why don‘t 
you focus more on the elders? […] My father thought elders often did not get 
along with their sons or grandsons. […] So I added topics like, how to get along 
with your 50- or 60-year-old children. […] They are here in the class. And I 
should at least let them feel that the topics are relevant to them. 
 
Whereas resources about parenting were easily accessible, information about 
grandparenting was not. According to Ms. Huang, ―I tried my best to collect information. 
But information about elders is scarce. […] I googled ‗how to be a good grandmother‘, 
‗how to be a good grandfather‘, ‗successful grandmothers‘, but they yielded nothing 
(laughs).‖ And Ms. Huang had to resort to her creativity and past experiences with her 
elderly neighbors. She expanded her curriculum to teaching elders how to be modern 
citizens and how to age successfully. 
From Ms. Huang‘s viewpoint, local elders still kept daily life practices that were 
not modern. For example, she commented on her neighbors burning trash in their fields, 
and how she and her mother subtly changed their habits:  
Like our neighbors, they have improved a lot. Before there was a lot of trash in 
the riverbank. My mother would go pick up the trash, and an A-bo saw it, and he 
followed my mother to pick up the trash. Later, more and more people went 
picking up the trash. Also, they liked to burn trash. My neighbor even burned 
diapers. But the trash trucks came every day. Why did they want to burn them? So 
we often told them not to do that. Now when they saw us while they were burning 
things, they would say, ―Miss, I am not burning things.‖ (laughs) 
 
Therefore, Ms. Huang incorporated ―not burning trash‖ into her ―family‖ class. 
Once she lectured on proper etiquette, such as standing in line, being on time, and the 
importance of cultivating good manners.  
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In the following interview excerpt, Ms. Huang explicitly likened her students to 
children for their lack of common—and correct—knowledge about childrearing that she 
and other adults such as her colleagues shared.  
I thought they should have known these things and I could just mention these 
briefly and they would understand and we could move on. Like when we teachers 
chatted at school, we all had common understandings of how things should be 
done. But I found that they were different. It‘s like teaching children. There are 
many things they have never heard before, and I had to teach them topic by topic 
carefully.  
 
As will be demonstrated, the things ―that they have never heard before‖ and she 
―had to teach them topic by topic carefully‖ are western/American ways of 
childrearing—and aging. Ms. Huang delivered her point through the copious use of 
stories in her lectures. Moreover, in order to increase her teaching credibility with her 
elderly students, she often turned the stories she read in books or told from her own 
experiences with children into ones she witnessed or heard in person (e.g. ―I have a 
professor who teaches her children ....‖ ―I saw an American on the street the other day. 
Her daughter was crying and the mother ….‖ ―An elderly American lady ….‖). As she 
reported, ―I think if I say it directly, they would think, ―the rice I ate is more than the 
roads you walk on.‖ [A Taiwanese saying emphasizing experience and wisdom increases 
with age.] But if you tell them that these stories happened to the people around you, they 
would regard them as being more credible.‖ Note that her protagonists were usually 
Americans or Taiwanese scholars trained in the U.S. In other words, in her view, the 
American way represents the modern way, the right way.  
Take the following story for example, Ms. Huang inserted herself as a witness to 
distinct ways of parenting by an American and a Taiwanese. This narrative was among 
the many that Ms. Huang told in the first class to illustrate the importance of respecting 
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children‘s choices and cultivating their autonomy. The underlined sections are in 
Mandarin; the rest is in Hoklo. 
Excerpt 18: An American mother and a Taiwanese mother in a park 
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One day, I went to a park where I saw an American mother and a 
Taiwanese mother sitting there chatting. And there were two children there. 
That foreigner had been in Taiwan for a long time, so she spoke guoyu 
[literally, ‗national language,‘ Mandarin]. So the two mothers were chatting 
there. That foreigner spoke guoyu. And two of them were chatting. Yeah. 
And then two children were playing there in the park. There was sand that 
children could play with there. And the two children were playing with sand 
there. Each of them had a bucket to put sand in. And the children wanted to 
transport the sand here ((indicating where the mothers sat)) to build a house. 
Because their mothers sat here, they wanted to build their house here. The 
two children put sand in their buckets. But each of their buckets had a hole 
at the bottom. So no matter how much they put the sand in and how they 
ran, ran, ran, they ended up having just a little left when they reached here. 
The sand had gone through the holes onto the ground on their way here. 
And they just didn‘t want to believe how come their sand was almost all 
gone. So they ran, ran, ran, ran, ran again. And their sand was still gone 
when they reached here. And that Taiwanese mother went up to her son 
saying, ―How can you be so stupid? You should stop up that hole at the 
bottom of your bucket. This way the sand would not come out. ((in a fast 
scolding tone)). And the child was like, ―Oh.‖ And then he ran here again, 
this time, he had the hole stopped up and he finally had sand in his bucket. 
So he could start building his castle, right? And that foreigner‘s son was 
crying there. He said, ―He has sand now, how come I do not have sand?‖ 
His mother didn‘t say anything. She just smiled at him. The child said, ―It‘s 
OK.‖ (xxxxxxxxxxx) And then he was trying patiently to figure out by 
himself how to do it. In the end, he learned, he figured out he had to stop up 
the hole. Although he didn‘t stop it fully, and his sand still seeped out a 
little bit, he had some sand to play with. But in this process, that foreigner‘s 
son learned how to handle things by himself. And that Taiwanese kid 
didn‘t. These are different childrearing practices.  
 
 
In the story, the American mother allows her son to figure out how to solve the 
problem of sand leaking from the bucket by himself, and the Taiwanese mother instructs 
her son explicitly on how to solve the problem after scolding him. Although Ms. Huang 
concludes by saying ―these are different childrearing practices,‖ it is obvious that she is 
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conveying a message about the superiority of the American way of parenting, as in her 
words, ―In this process, that foreigner‘s son learned how to handle things by himself. And 
that Taiwanese kid didn‘t.‖ (line 28-30) 
Note that Ms. Huang code switched between Mandarin and Hoklo in her narrative. 
The question of which linguistic code to use in the lecture proved to be a challenging task 
for her, since the elders mainly spoke Hoklo, and waiji peiou predominantly, albeit 
limited, Mandarin. The language issue was brought up openly in the beginning of this 
class when Ms. Huang used exclusively Hoklo to introduce herself and the topics to be 
covered in the class. A cheerleader objected saying, ―They [pointing to waiji peiou] 
cannot understand you.‖ Ms. Huang quickly responded in Mandarin to the waiji peiou, 
―If you don‘t understand, raise your hand any time, and I will use Mandarin to speak.‖ 
Then she translated what she had said about the curriculum into Mandarin. Afterwards 
and in the remainder of the classes, she codeswitched between the two languages, 
sometimes one language was used more than the other in one stretch of talk or story. Ms. 
Huang reported the challenges of language choice and her solution: 
I feel troubled about what language to use. If I use Mandarin, the elders don‘t 
understand; if I use Hoklo, waiji peiou don‘t understand. So whenever there are 
key points I use both Hoklo and Mandarin. I say it in one language first, and then 
translate it into the other language. Other times, it depends on which group is 
more related to the point in question. If I think the issue is more important to one 
group, I use their language to say it. 
 
However, speakers are not always conscious about when and why they code 
switch. In the above story, told in the first class meeting when waiji peiou were still her 
main target students for the childrearing course, she used predominantly Hoklo. She 
translated the story for waiji peiou only once (line 5-6) to describe the context of the story. 
The other two incidences of Mandarin use occurred when she quoted the characters (i.e., 
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the Taiwanese mother in line 18-20; the American boy in line 23-25). It is hard to 
understand why she used mainly Hoklo to deliver the story. But the exclusive use of 
Mandarin in quoted speech can be seen as a reflection of the fact that Mandarin is the 
primary language used between most parents and their young children today in Taiwan. 
Just as Americans were shown to have the ―right‖ way of parenting, they were 
also portrayed as embodying the ―right‖ way of life (including aging), as Ms. Huang 
expanded her topics in the ―family‖ class to accommodate the elderly students. Excerpt 
19 (below) consists of two parts. In the first (line 1-16), Ms. Huang lectures about the 
importance of continuing to cultivate oneself while getting old. She starts with a key 
sentence, ―We will all grow old, but not everyone will keep cultivating herself,‖ and 
repeats it several times in each language. She then elaborates on the concept and 
continues to credit the elders for attending evening classes as an example of cultivating 
themselves.  
To further support her point, Ms. Huang then initiates a story (line 18-28) about 
an elderly ―foreigner‖ (read American) named Rose, who attended college at the age of 
87. After narrating several interesting anecdotes of Rose‘s college life, which are not 
included in the example below, Ms. Huang delivers the message of the story by quoting 
Rose‘s speech in the commencement ceremony. 
Excerpt 19: The importance of continue to cultivate oneself 
 
 
 
 
 
5 
 
 
 
The key point I want to address today is we will all grow old, but not 
everyone will keep cultivating herself. We will all grow old, but not 
everyone will keep cultivating herself. We will all grow old, but not 
everyone will keep cultivating herself. We will all grow old, but not 
everyone will keep cultivating herself. […] We grow old with time, but do 
we cultivate ourselves with time?  Do we cultivate ourselves with time?  
No. No. Human beings grow old. Human beings grow old. It is a physical 
state. But you have to keep cultivating yourselves. You have to keep 
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cultivating yourselves. You should make yourself go one step further, go 
one step further. That is, psychologically, psychologically, your 
psychological growth. So, for example, you come to the evening class, no 
matter what you study, no matter if it is singing, Japanese, or literacy, you 
can go to a variety of classes, a variety of classes. In the course of the class, 
in the course of the class, you cultivate yourself. So self-cultivation comes 
from studying and learning. It comes from studying and learning…….Self-
cultivation is very important. Don‘t we often tell children to study hard?  
 
And there was a lao po-po, an A-po, (a female elder). She went to college at 
the age of 87. Oh, this A-po‟s name was Ruo-si. She was a foreigner named 
Rose (in English). [Ms. Huang narrates several anecdotes of Rose‘s college 
life.] Four years later, at the age of 91, she graduated. And she was invited 
to speak at the commencement. She said [in the commencement], like us, 
we often say, ―I‘m old; I have no energy to travel now.‖ Right? But that 
Rose said, ―In fact, we become old because we do not travel, learn, or 
cultivate ourselves. Aging is not about appearance. It‘s about our heart. If 
you always keep a young heart, (..) traveling, being happy, learning and 
growing; if you never stop growing, learning, keeping a happy life, being 
responsible for yourself, If you do this, you‘ll never become old.‖ 
 
In addition to endorsing, in effect, the American way, Ms. Huang often explicitly 
or implicitly positioned herself as someone motivated by American ways of thinking, and 
her adult students as people with less than desirable attitudes and practices. In Excerpt 19, 
Ms. Huang shifts from extolling the elders as living examples of the lesson she is trying 
to convey to pointing out their lack of alignment with the American ideal represented by 
Rose. As we see, before quoting Rose, Ms. Huang says, ―Like us, we often say, ‗I‘m old; 
I cannot travel now,‘ right? But Rose said, […]‖ And then she delivers Rose‘s speech 
word by word slowly to emphasize, ―… If you always keep a young heart, (..) traveling, 
being happy, learning and growing; if you never stop growing, learning, keeping a happy 
life, being responsible for yourself, If you do this, you‘ll never become old.‖ In other 
words, from Ms. Huang‘s perspective, although Taiwanese elders age well by learning 
and studying in old age, the American elderly live a more fulfilling life by doing a lot of 
other things to continue ―cultivating‖ themselves.  
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In another example, Ms. Huang tells a story about a Taiwanese man and an 
American man to illustrate the point of ―enjoying life while you can.‖ Both men worked 
in the same company in Taipei and earned the same salary. The American man bought an 
apartment after the first year on the job. Although he had to pay a mortgage, he enjoyed 
his life in a comfortable apartment and led a happy healthy life. By contrast, the 
Taiwanese man thought it was a financial burden to buy an apartment right away. He 
wanted to save money before trying to buy a place of his own. He lived in ―an old dirty 
rented place.‖ He was frugal in order to save money, but he became unhappy and 
suffered from malnutrition. After 20 years, he finally saved enough money and bought an 
apartment next to his American colleague. But one year later, he passed away. Ms. Huang 
concludes, ―The foreigner seized the moment and enjoyed life while he could (ba wo xian 
zai, ji shi xing le), right? That is, the foreigner‘s life attitude is correct. He had a correct, 
his attitude toward things is correct.‖ 
She then adds another layer of meaning to be learned from the story, cautioning 
that enjoying life in time should be moderated by one‘s own ability. After criticizing 
many young people in Taiwan nowadays who like to say ―As long as I feel pleased, there 
is nothing I cannot do (zhi yao wo xi huan, you she mo bu ke yi)‖ and who live on credit 
card debt to enjoy life, she shifts to an admonishing tone to warn that this kind of mistake 
can also be committed by adults and elders: 
Excerpt 20: Life attitude of an American man and a Taiwanese man 
 
 
 
 
 
5 
 
When we teach children, or when we teach ourselves, it‘s all the same. We 
should do things based on our ability. Why could that American buy the 
apartment? Because he could afford his monthly mortgage. It‘s not just 
children who will make such mistake [as having credit card debt]. Even we 
adults, some people, who live to be 70, 80, or 90, still make the same 
mistake. Adults care about ―face.‖ […] But we need to evaluate our own 
 152 
 
 
 
10 
 
 
abilities to see whether we can afford to live up to our face. If you want to 
live a happy life, but if you hurt yourself by overspending to boost your 
face, then it‘s not worthwhile. […] I just told you about the two men, the 
foreigner had a positive attitude toward life, so he could lead an easy 
carefree life. He could lead an easy carefree life. And he did not need to 
worry about being in debt. So if you want to lead a good life, you should 
make yourselves, you should do things within your own means. 
 
In this story, the American man is showcased as having the ―right‖ attitude toward life: 
contrary to his Taiwanese colleague, he enjoys his life by choosing to buy an apartment 
early in his career; contrary to Taiwanese young people who overspend just to enjoy life, 
he has the ability to afford his joy in life.  
 Compared with Excerpt 19, in which Taiwanese elders are compared unfavorably 
with the elderly American, Rose, in Excerpt 20, Ms. Huang further positions elders with 
young Taiwanese children against the American man. She perceives both the young and 
old Taiwanese to be potential candidates in not being able to moderate their desire for a 
good life according to their means. As she prefaces: ―When we teach children, or when 
we teach ourselves, it‘s all the same‖ (line 1) and ―Even we adults, some people, who live 
to be 70, 80, or 90, still make the same mistake‖ (line 4-6). In other words, in Ms. 
Huang‘s view, Taiwanese elders are like children who need to be warned to moderate 
their desire for a good life. 
The three examples above illustrate the kind of structure and content that were 
typical of the childrearing course. Ms. Huang lectured to students about American ways 
of parenting and students seemed to accept the preeminence of the teacher‘s role as being 
legitimate and authoritative. Despite the elders‘ rich experiences in child care and in life, 
rarely did Ms. Huang attempt to have them share their views on these topics. The waiji 
peiou students only listened during the first class. They were completely disengaged in 
 153 
subsequent classes. They buried themselves in practicing writing phonetic symbols or 
whispered to each other, discussing how to pronounce certain symbols. At the final class 
meeting, none of them showed up for class. When asked in the interview why they were 
all absent, a Vietnamese mother just smiled. But elsewhere in the interview, she 
commented on the childrearing course, ―I don‘t really like to listen to that‖ and ―I have 
no problem with childrearing.‖ Her mother-in-law was one of the cheerleaders. When 
asked why her daughter-in-law and other waiji peiou were absent at the last class, she 
responded, ―They said, ‗we don‘t understand [Hoklo]‘ and ‗it [the childrearing 
curriculum] is not useful.‖ As Ms. Huang incorporated more topics on aging or life into 
the childrearing course, she used more Hoklo, and talked primarily to the elders by 
looking only at their row when lecturing. The elders seemed to cooperate in the class, 
listening quietly, but often with blank facial expressions. In contrast to waiji peiou‘s 
active resistance throughout almost the entire childrearing course, elders‘ resistance was 
only voiced in the interviews. One of them said, ―We don‘t need these programs. We 
raised kids before. I don‘t need to raise kids now.‖ Another remarked, ―That [childrearing 
course] is not necessary. It‘s a waste of time. […] I come here to learn to be literate.‖  
Excerpt 21 (below) deviates from the typical lecture format, but conveys the same 
message (i.e., the American way is the right way), and invokes the same positionings—
albeit in more subtle ways—that equate the students with children who need to be 
socialized and educated into the American way and that align the teacher herself with 
American thinking. This excerpt was preceded by Excerpt 18 in which Ms. Huang told 
the story of the American and Taiwanese mothers in a park. In this case, before narrating 
another story to illustrate the importance of cultivating children‘s autonomy, Ms. Huang 
 154 
introduces an interaction that closely parallels the teacher initiation, student response, 
teacher evaluation (IRE) mode identified by Mehan (1979) in his research on elementary 
classroom interactions. In this IRE sequence, Ms. Huang asks a question to elicit 
students‘ opinions about a parenting problem (―If a child … spilled a whole bottle of milk 
on the floor, what would be your first reaction to this?‖). After Mr. Lin58 (a cheerleader) 
and a Vietnamese mother answer the question, Ms. Huang praises them respectively. 
Note that after Ms. Huang praises Mr. Lin, ―This A-bo is better than me in education!‖ 
(line 29), Mr. Lin heaps polite praise on Ms. Huang, positioning himself and other elders 
as coming to the class to ―listen to you talk about these things. It will increase us elders‘ 
knowledge‖ (line 32-33). He then praises the teacher, ―You got real talent. It‘s true that 
you got talent‖ (line 36) and the class claps! Then a Vietnamese mother volunteers her 
answer, ―If the child is naughty, if he does not listen to you, he will learn faster if you 
scold him.‖ Ms. Huang praises her, but emphasizes that scolding only happened when the 
child repeatedly transgressed and did not learn from the experience (line 45-48). She then 
launches into a story of how a ―foreign‖ mother deftly solves this problem. To facilitate 
analysis, I have divided the example into two segments. Segment 1 (line 1-49) is the IRE 
sequence. Segment 2 is Ms. Huang‘s monologue about the foreign mother (line 55-85).  
Note that an interesting side conversation (line 49-50 in italics) between Mr. Lin 
and a female elder (Luowen) takes place simultaneously while Ms. Huang is responding 
to the Vietnamese student. Luowen whispers to Mr. Lin, ―Sitting here, I feel so sleepy.‖ It 
                                                 
58
 Mr. Lin, aged 74, was the only elder among the cheerleaders. He was educated in Japanese. Although his 
Mandarin speaking ability was limited, he understood and read Mandarin after years of managing a grocery 
store in Taipei City. He had four sons, all with at least college degrees. After he retired, he moved back to 
his hometown of the Boai village with his wife. At the time of the study, he was the chairman of the Elderly 
Association of Sunset Mountain and he had attended all the elder classes sponsored by the Sunset Mountain 
Township government. As a local leader, it was not surprising that he was the first in the class to respond to 
Ms. Huang. Giving his opinion was the first time any student had talked at this first class meeting. 
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is possible that Luowen is physically tired, but also that she speaks out of boredom. She 
is not sleepy later during the break and the literacy course.  
Excerpt 21: A foreign mother deals with her son‘s misdeed  
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Ms. Huang: 
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Ms. Huang: 
Mr. Lin: 
[Ms. Huang has just told a story about an American mother 
and a Taiwanese mother in a park to illustrate the importance 
of cultivating children‘s autonomy, shown in Excerpt 19.] 
 
[Segment 1] 
OK. Another example, there is a foreigner. OK. Let‘s talk 
about this first. For example, if today, in the house, when we 
want to drink milk, shouldn‘t we open the fridge, take out the 
milk bottle, and pour it into a glass, and then we drink, right? 
But if a child opens the fridge, and then he stands there, 
pours the milk, and drinks and then he spills the whole bottle 
of milk on the floor, what would be your first reaction to 
this? What would you do if after you have told your child 
many times that he needs to open the fridge, take out the 
milk, and after finishing drinking, put the milk back into the 
fridge, today your child does not do this. He just stands there 
with the fridge open and then spills the whole bottle of milk, 
what would you do?  
You should talk to him. 
Talk to him? 
Talk to him, about what action to follow, how to do things, 
um, um, how to make use of things, how you pour your milk, 
right. Um, it‘s Ok that the milk is spilt. And I will wipe the 
floor for you now. And next time you should do this and this. 
So we tell him this way. [This is 
[Very good! 
You cannot be tough with him with this kind of thing. 
Yes. 
If you just hit him or something, he‘ll rebel.  
Yes. Very good.  
This is the most important. To touch his heart is the most 
important thing.  
Yes. Oh, this A-bo (uncle) is better than me in education! 
No, no. I am here purely to learn. I listened to you very 
carefully tonight. You spoke very well, very well. We spend 
this time, coming here listening to you talking about these 
things, it will increase us elders‘ knowledge. It‘s very good, 
very good. 
Thank you. Thank you. 
You got real talent. It‘s true that you got talent.  
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Ms. Huang: 
((claps)) 
Oh, I try my best, I try my best, I try my best.  
((A Vietnamese mother raises her hand)) 
((To the VM)) Um, do you have other ideas? 
No, I was just thinking if the child is naughty, if he does not 
listen to you, he will learn faster if you scold him.  
Yes, yes, yes. Very good. What you said is very good. Just 
now the child A-bo deals with might be better. He listens 
after you tell him once. But if you have a child who is very 
naughty, and you tell him the first time, the second time, and 
every time he still spills the milk, thinking, ―It‘s OK. My 
mother will wipe it up for me.‖ And then you can (xx). 
That‘s when the child is naughty.  
 
(Side conversation between Luowen and Mr. Lin while Ms. 
Huang is responding to the Vietnamese mother.) 
Sitting here, I feel so sleepy.  
Listen carefully. Don‟t sleep. You should listen to her.  
 
[Segment 2] 
And if it‘s me, if it‘s me, I mean if we use my way, I am like 
[the foreign mother]. After that child spilt the milk, he was 
afraid. He thought, ―I spilt the milk. I will be scolded.‖ When 
he saw his mother, his eyes revealed his guilt. And this 
mother was great. She said, ―Wow, you are amazing. You 
drew a picture of a sea of milk. You drew a picture of a sea 
of milk. You drew a picture of a sea of milk on the floor. You 
drew a beautiful picture.‖  She said, ―You drew a beautiful 
picture.‖ She said, ―But this way, we do not have milk to 
drink. The milk became ants‘ drink. So what can we do 
now?‖ And after she said this to the child, she let the child 
think for himself. ―What can I do now?‖ She did not wipe the 
floor for him. She just said, ―What do you think you should 
do now? Now we don‘t have milk to drink and the ants will 
come soon.‖ The child said, ―Let‘s take a photo of it first.‖ 
And his mother said, ―Alright. Go get the camera.‖ When he 
came again, his mother said, ―Look, the ants are here now. 
What do we do now?‖ The child answered, ―Mom, I know I 
will need to get a mop to mop the floor clean.‖ From then on, 
the child never spilled his milk again. Because in the process 
of wiping the spilled milk on the floor, he learned that 
cleaning the house is hard work. And like what you just said, 
actually, ((indicating the Vietnamese mother who answered 
her question earlier.)) if you often hit a child, he will feel no 
pain. If you often scold a child, he will not feel anything. So 
if you scold a child frequently, let‘s not talk about parents, 
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even teachers, they will say, ―Teacher, I know what you will 
say. You don‘t need to say it. You want to be mean to me 
again?‖ The teacher will say, ―No. No.‖ 
 
As we see, Ms. Huang‘s initiation of the IRE format is a repair of her first 
utterance, ―OK. Another example, there is a foreigner.‖ This move indicates that she had 
intended to tell another story of a foreigner‘s exemplary parenting practice, but quickly 
changed from a lecture format to an interactive one. She is arguably practicing what she 
has just preached in Excerpt 18 – letting children have autonomy. By adopting an 
interactive format, she is seemingly demonstrating to her students the importance of 
respecting children‘s autonomy. Upon her invitation, students do respond, only to be 
directly or indirectly corrected later.  
Although Ms. Huang invites students to contribute ideas and verbally rewards 
their responses, no open, free-flowing discussion is triggered by the IRE structure. 
Instead, a lecture immediately ensues, in which Ms. Huang tells the ―right‖ answer by 
narrating the story of the foreign mother. In the meantime, Ms. Huang aligns herself with 
the foreign mother. As we see, she transitions from the IRE format to storytelling by 
saying, ―And if it‘s me, if it‘s me, I mean if we use my way, I am like [the foreign 
mother].‖  
Ms. Huang explained that she used the interactive format and praising 
strategically:  
I feel that they are just like children. I should praise them first to let them feel that 
their way of childrearing is correct. […] I had to praise their childrearing beliefs 
or practices first, and then use the stories to let them realize that their ways are 
perhaps not the right ways. I would tell them, ―I think this is great,‖ just like what 
I would tell children, ―Yes, this is excellent.‖ 
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It is interesting to note that in her comments, Ms. Huang explicitly equates her students 
with children whom she ―should‖ praise. And like children, they need to be socialized 
and educated. In this context, she uses stories to indirectly let the students know that 
―their ways are perhaps not the right ways.‖  To put it differently, the IRE format is 
arguably adopted strategically only to co-opt students to participate in what could 
otherwise be another segment of a lecture on the American way (cf. Lekme, 1990).  
In segment 2, Ms. Huang resumes her monologue, telling the story of the foreign 
mother and commenting on the Vietnamese student‘s earlier answer about hitting or 
scolding the child. She provides evidence for its negative effects by telling the story of an 
unfit Taiwanese teacher who, by repeatedly scolding her student, elicits a rebellious 
reaction: ―Teacher, I know what you will say. You don‘t need to say it. You want to be 
mean to me again?‖   
Note, again, she code switches between Hoklo and Mandarin in her narration of 
the stories in segment 2. She renders the interactions between the foreign mother and her 
son all in Mandarin. By contrast, when she gives the negative example of the teacher who 
often scolded her students, she gives her student and teacher characters a Hoklo voice. 
The neat convergence of the right/American/modern way with Mandarin, and the 
undesirable way with Hoklo reveals the ideology that Mandarin is equated with 
modernity, and Hoklo a symbol of backwardness. 
In summary, throughout the lectures in the childrearing course (or family course, 
as Ms. Huang deftly termed it), Ms. Huang positions her students as lacking in modern 
knowledge in childrearing/parenting and in life/aging, which she perceives to be western 
or American. In the meantime, she aligns herself with an American way of thinking. The 
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elders‘ experiences in childrearing and in life are erased and devalued,59 as are the waiji 
peiou‟s knowledge and experiences acquired in another culture and language. Ms. 
Huang‘s perspective is largely in line with official and other public discourses that view 
the two groups as ―unqualified caregivers‖ as discussed earlier. That is, under Mandarin-
only ideology, the two groups, without access to modern childrearing knowledge via 
reading Mandarin, are ill-equipped to care for and educate Taiwan‘s future generations. 
Both waiji peiou and elders resist the childrearing course, albeit in different ways (as 
previously discussed) and for different reasons. Both prefer studying literacy than being 
lectured to about childrearing and regard the latter class as useless and unnecessary. 
While the waiji peiou students claim they ―had no problem with childrearing,‖ the elders 
regard the class as useless because they do not need to care for children now.  
Literacy course  
Just as students were patronized in the childrearing course, they were infantilized 
in the literacy course. An examination of the content of instruction and classroom 
discourses reveals that the teacher consistently equates her adult students with elementary 
school children.  
Content of instruction. Ms. Huang devoted the entire course to teaching the basic 
skills: zhu in fu hao, the 37 phonemes and five tones with the goal that students be able to 
pronounce each individual phoneme and combination (or spelling) of the phonemes in 
Standard Mandarin. Such a focus has both pedagogical and ideological reasons. 
Pedagogically, the focus on zhu yin fu hao is a response to students‘ mixed level of 
Mandarin literacy—from zero to rudimentary. On the first day of class, Ms. Huang asks 
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 Many of the elders in the class have raised children who obtained college or post-college degrees and 
have successful careers; one of the elders was twice selected as a model mother in the Taipei county. 
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students to report their Mandarin literacy level and learning experiences. In addition to 
those who had never studied Mandarin before, some elders who had taken a Mandarin 
literacy class in the ABEP program in Sunset Mountain Primary School reported that 
they had forgotten what they learned. Two of the Vietnamese mothers had never studied 
Mandarin formally in Taiwan.
60
 Thus, Ms. Huang decided to focus solely on the very 
basics, just as elementary school devotes the first two months of the first grade solely to 
teaching zhu yin fu hao.  
Such a pedagogical goal is also informed by Mandarin-only ideology, which 
holds that Standard Mandarin is the prestigious form to be learned at school, whereas 
other varieties of Mandarin should be corrected. In particular, Hoklo-accented Mandarin 
(or Taiwanese Mandarin, tai wan guo yu, as it is locally termed) indexes age, lack of 
education, rurality, and backwardness (Su, 2008). In Ms. Huang‘s view, mastering zhu 
yin fu hao is crucial to speaking Standard Mandarin. She repeatedly stressed the 
important connection between zhu yin fu hao and standard pronunciation to the students: 
―If you master zhu yin fu hao, you will not have the problem of Hoklo-accented 
Mandarin,‖ or ―If you can master the phonetic symbols, there will not be a problem with 
‗du shu‘ (Standard Mandarin pronunciation of ―study‖) and ‗du si‘ (Hoklo-accented 
pronunciation of ―study‖). She also warned the elders against the negative consequences 
of speaking Hoklo-accented Mandarin to their grandchildren: ―Sometimes children said 
that their grandmothers and grandfathers speak in a strange way. Like, bei si bao shang 
xue qi. (―I go to school with a book bag on my back.‖ ―Si‖ is the Hoklo-accented 
pronunciation of ―shu‖, meaning book.) This is a big problem.‖ In other cases, she 
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 As part of service provided by transnational marriage agencies, Vietnamese transnational spouses receive 
basic Mandarin training before moving to Taiwan to join their husbands (Hsia, 2002).  
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demonstrated a Holko-accented pronunciation of certain words, and then admonished, ―If 
you speak like this, little children will get confused.‖ 
Guided by the same language ideologies, students‘ knowledge of other literacies 
(i.e. Japanese for some elders and Vietnamese for waiji peiou) was erased or devalued. 
Seeing elders using Japanese and Vietnamese mothers using Vietnamese to help 
themselves code and pronounce zhu yin fu hao, Ms. Huang told me in the interview that 
this method would only render an approximated Standard Mandarin sound, but not 
Standard Mandarin: ―Take the phoneme, le, for example, they [waiji peiou] did not 
pronounce it exactly le. They used Vietnamese to decode the sound and it only 
approximated the standard pronunciation. It‘s not correct.‖ She also commented on the 
elders: ―Some elders have progressed to learn writing the Chinese characters, but they 
still cannot pronounce zhu yin fu hao correctly.‖  
However, the decision to teach zhu yin fu hao also entails infantalization of these 
students. In the early period of the course, Ms. Huang frequently told her students that 
she would teach them as if they were children. For example, on the first day of the class, 
after listening to students report their own Mandarin abilities and past Mandarin learning 
experiences, Ms. Huang declared, ―So then I will teach you as I teach children.‖ In the 
second meeting, Ms. Huang opened the literacy class by saying, ―Let‘s learn zhu yin fu 
hao now. I will treat you as if you were children, and teach you from the beginning.‖ On 
the last day of class, she said, ―We [read ―you‖] cannot speak Guoyu [national language], 
so we [read ―you‖] need to learn what the children learn.‖ In other words, just because 
they do not speak Mandarin, they need to study Mandarin like children.  
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From her two years as an elementary school teacher, Ms. Huang had abundant 
experience teaching beginner-level Mandarin literacy classes. She transported almost 
everything from her elementary school classroom to the adult classroom, from the 
content of instruction to discourse strategies she adopted to talk to the students. In terms 
of instructional content, in addition to teaching zhu yin fu hao directly, Ms. Huang chose 
passages from the first-grade Mandarin textbook for students to practice zhu in fu hao. 
Lesson One is called The Taiwanese Black Bear and Lesson Two, The Goat. No age-
appropriate materials were incorporated for the practice sessions. As an illustration, I 
show a passage from Lesson One below:  
di yi ke  Tai wan hei xiong  
Di di da, di di da, 
Hei xiong na zhe da la ba 
La ba, la ba, di di da.  
Lesson One  Taiwan Black Bear 
Trumpet sounds, Trumpet sounds 
The black bear was holding a big trumpet 
Trumpet, Trumpet, Trumpet sounds 
 
The content of instruction as seen in this particular classroom demonstrates how 
these two groups of students have been arguably infantilized. And this is not a unique 
case, as I have shown in the previous chapter. The concept and relevant pedagogy of 
Chinese as a foreign/second language (CFL or CSL) as used in language institutes or 
universities has never been applied to adult literacy classrooms, where elders, and in 
recent years, waiji peiou, are treated as ―social children‖ to be educated and transformed 
into modern Taiwanese citizens. In recent years, as Chinese is gaining currency at the 
global level, CFL/CSL classes and CFL/CSL teacher training programs have 
mushroomed throughout Taiwan. But the view that elders and waiji peiou should learn 
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Mandarin as children did has persisted, despite the fact that these two groups are also 
learning Mandarin as a second or foreign language.
61
  
In addition to the content of instruction and pedagogy, the infantalization also 
manifests in the discourse strategies Ms. Huang adopted to talk to the students. The next 
section provides a detailed analysis of these discourses.  
Classroom discourse. In terms of discourse strategies, the most distinct feature is 
that Ms. Huang constantly equates her students with elementary school children. This 
infantalization is accomplished through three types of discourse strategies used 
throughout the course.  
 In the first type, Ms. Huang told students how elementary school students learned 
or behaved at school, and then stated that her adult students would do the same: For 
example, when teaching them how to write zhu yin fu hao, Ms. Huang tells the students 
that many school children are unable to tell right from left when writing zhu yin fu hao, 
adding that ―elders are like this, too.‖ Another revealing example occurred on the last day 
of class, when all waiji peiou were absent.
62
 In urging the elders to continue working on 
their zhu in fu hao after the course ended, Ms. Huang states that elementary school kids 
are required to read storybooks to practice their zhu yin fu hao and they are also 
encouraged to read guo yu ri bao (National Language Daily), a newspaper for children. 
Then she urges the elders to do the same because these two types of materials have zhu 
yin fu hao along with Chinese characters in them: ―If you have time, get a guo yu ri bao, 
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 Even though Hoklo and Hakka are relegated as fangyan (dialect) in Taiwan, these languages and 
Mandarin Chinese are mutually unintelligible. 
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 For reasons I am still unable to verify, all the waiji peiou students were absent on the last day of class. 
Director Chen was infuriated at ―the ungrateful act,‖ as he termed it. Interviews with two Vietnamese 
students failed to elicit the reasons for their absence. They insisted that they liked the class and appreciated 
the offer of the class by Director Chen in their own village. However, one cheerleader, the mother-in-law of 
one of the Vietnamese students, told me that ―they‖ (meaning the Vietnamese students) did not like the 
childrearing class, regarding it as ―useless.‖  
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or get some children‘s storybooks. They all have zhu yin fu hao, and they have guo zi 
(Chinese characters). So you could read them. It would be fun. […] Oh, children all love 
to read storybooks like Snow White and The Frog Prince. You can pick some books you 
like to read. […] When you read zhu yin fu hao, you can naturally pronounce the words 
in Standard Mandarin.‖ No matter whether it was positive or negative learning behavior 
among elementary school students, Ms. Huang applied it directly to the elders. In other 
words, elders were conceived of as children: they would make the same mistakes children 
make and learn the same way children do. 
The second type of discourse is similar to the first type, except that the linking of 
the adult students to elementary school children is not explicitly made. Rather, the 
context in which Ms. Huang mentions elementary school students implicitly conveys the 
equation. For example, when asking students to practice tones once more after they have 
practiced several times, Ms. Huang says, ―Elementary school students do this at school 
too. They have to practice many times.‖ In another case, when Ms. Huang is doing 
individual correction of students‘ writing of zhu yin fu hao, the following interaction 
takes place. Ms. Huang walks to her father‘s row and he comments, ―We all work very 
hard on practicing writing,‖ to which Ms. Huang answers, ―If elementary school students 
practiced their writing very hard, we would feel very much pleased,‖ implying that she is 
pleased now because the adult students are working hard at practicing their writing just 
like her elementary school children.  
In summary, in the first and second discourse types, Ms. Huang compares the 
adult students to elementary school students, explicitly and implicitly pointing to the 
equation between them.  
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By contrast, in the third type, Ms. Huang initiates a role-play in which she enacts 
an elementary school teacher and assigns her students--with or without their cooperation-
-that of elementary school children. For example, she often framed language activities as 
those in elementary schools by rewarding students with children‘s toys for their excellent 
performance. In these cases, she blends two frames in one activity: the literal frame of a 
language skill practice activity and the role-play frame of an elementary school activity 
(see Gordon, 2008 for a discussion of blending frames). The linguistic and paralinguistic 
features she uses to accomplish the role-play frame include: (1) terms of address (e.g., 
she calls her students ―little friend‖ (xiao peng you), which is a common term used by 
adults to call children and used specifically in elementary schools by teachers and 
administrators to address students); (2) prosodic and intonational cues (e.g., high pitch 
typical of child-directed speech); and (3) particles (e.g. a, ma, lo combined with rising 
pitch, typically used in child-directed speech), to name a few.  
 Excerpt 22 took place on the last day of class when all the waiji peiou were absent. 
Ms. Huang transforms the adult classroom into an elementary school classroom by giving 
Spiderman pencils as prizes for students‘ performances of tongue twisters. She teaches 
two tongue twisters by asking the class to repeat after her several times. While the 
cheerleaders recite the tongue twisters with ease, the Hoklo-speaking elders struggle to 
follow. Ms. Huang then starts to nominate individual students to read after her, adding 
that whoever speaks correctly will win a prize. She does not indicate that the prize, which 
we learn toward the end of the excerpt, is a Spiderman pencil. As usual, she first puts one 
of the cheerleaders to the task. In this case, she calls on her mother, Mrs. Huang. After 
her mother gives an excellent performance, she walks up to her and gives her a pencil, 
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saying ―A pencil for you, OK?‖ Her mother receives the pencil with manners appropriate 
for elementary school students: She stands up, takes the pencil with two hands, bows, and 
sits down.  
 Mrs. Huang then asks several elders (i.e., Peipei, Huimin, and Meijing) to try, 
calling on them using a fictive kin term, Auntie, (Line 11) or a term for addressing female 
elders, A-po (line 19). But they all decline. Seeing Meiyue practicing to herself, Ms. 
Huang invites her to try (line 30), and Meiyue gladly takes the opportunity. However, she 
pronounces one character in Hoklo-accented Mandarin, pronouncing ―chi‖ as ―cu,‘ which 
Ms. Huang immediately points out (line 32). After Meiyue repeats the correct 
pronunciation with a laugh of embarrassment, Ms. Huang gives her a prize, saying ―A 
Spiderman pencil, OK?‖ to which Meiyue responds with the same manners as Mrs. 
Huang performed earlier. 
 Excerpt 22: ―A Spiderman pencil, OK?‖  
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Ms. Huang:  
 
 
 
Mrs. Huang:  
Ms. Huang: 
 
Mrs. Huang: 
 
Class:  
Ms. Huang: 
 
Peipei:  
Ms. Huang:  
 
 
 
Huimin:  
Ms. Huang: 
Meijing: 
OK. Now I will ask you individually to read the tongue 
twister after me. If you read it correctly, I‘ll give you a prize. 
((looks at Mrs. Huang)) Um, you go first. wo dao fu hua fan 
dian hu fa hu fu. 
wo dao fu hua fan dian hu fa hu fu. ((In standard Mandarin)) 
Very good! ((gives a pencil to Mrs. Huang)) A pencil for 
you, OK?  
[((stands up, takes the pencil with two hands, bows, and sits 
down)) 
[((clap hands)) 
Who else can read with me? ((To an elder, Peipei)) Auntie, 
how about you?  
No. 
Anyone want to try? Come on, one at a time, try it. Let‘s hear 
if you have standard pronunciation. Then we will know 
where you are in learning bo po mo. ((addresses an elder, 
Huimin)) Come on, now it‘s your turn.  
((shakes her head to refuse)) 
((To an elder, Meijing)) Then it‘s A-po‘s turn, OK? 
I am not able to speak. I am not able to speak.  
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Ms. Huang: 
Meijing: 
Ms. Huang: 
 
 
Meijing: 
Meiyue: 
Ms. Huang:  
Class: 
Ms. Huang: 
Meiyue: 
Ms. Huang:: 
Meiyue:  
Ms. Huang:: 
 
Meiyue:  
 
 
Just read after me. OK, OK? 
I don‘t want to. I don‘t want to. I don‘t want to speak. 
Or let‘s try the simpler one. ―chi pu tao bu tu pu tao pi”. Just 
this one. Come on, just read one sentence. ((Ms. Huang 
smiles and waves at Meijing to encourage her to speak.)) 
[((laughs with embarrassment))  
[((repeats after Ms. Huang to herself))  
Who can say ―chi pu tao bu tu pu tao pi‖? 
chi pu tao bu tu pu tao pi 
Wait, let A-po speak first. ((Ms. Huang points at Meiyue)) 
cu pu tao bu tu pu tao pi 
chi pu tao bu tu pu tao pi, chi is retroflex. <Chi, is retroflex.>  
chi pu tao bu tu pu tao pi ((laughs with embarrassment)) 
Very good. Very good. A Spiderman pencil, OK?(( Ms. 
Huang gives a pencil to Meiyue)) 
Thank you. ((stands up, receives the pencil with both hands, 
bows, and sits down.)) 
[This activity continued for 4 more minutes.] 
 
 By giving out pencils as a prize, Ms. Huang signals to the class that this is an 
elementary school classroom activity. Although prize-giving is not exclusive to 
elementary school practices, pencils and, what is more, pencils with cartoon figures, 
index childishness. Mrs. Huang cooperates with her daughter, enacting the role of an 
elementary school student by using manners appropriate for school children receiving 
gifts/tokens/punishment from their teachers. Ms. Huang switches back to the literal frame 
when calling on other elders with terms appropriate for their age. She returns to the 
infantalization frame when rewarding Meiyue with a pencil and saying, ―A Spiderman 
pencil, OK?‖ Meiyue contributes to this framing by following Mrs. Huang‘s manners 
earlier in the interaction.  
 It is possible that Ms. Huang introduced the elementary school frame to rekey a 
language practice using a tone of playfulness and humor. However, her ensuing 
utterances several turns later in the same activity, as shown in Excerpt 23 below, 
suggested that the role-play is as infantilizing as the first and second types of discourses. 
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As we will see, in this excerpt, Ms. Huang moves between the role-play and the first two 
infantalization discourse strategies. In other words, she moves between ―I‘m talking to 
you as adults, but you are just like children‖ (the first and second types of infantalization 
discourse) and ―I‘m talking to you as if you are children and I‘m an elementary school 
teacher‖ (the third type of infantalization discourse). The juxtaposition of all three types 
of discourse suggests that role-play is another infantilizing discourse strategy, possibly 
intended as a humorous act.  
Excerpt 23: ―You can choose what you like, stickers or pencils.‖ 
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Ms. Huang: 
 
 
Meiyue: 
Ms. Huang: 
 
Meiyue:  
Ms. Huang: 
 
Meiyue: 
 
Ms. Huang: 
 
 
 
 
 
Today I only brought pencils and a kind of stickers called 
tattoo stickers. That‘s something that you dampen with water 
and then apply to your skin. 
Stickers. ((laughs)) 
You need to dampen it with water, so it can stick. Tattoo 
stickers are -- 
((rubs her cheeks with both hands)) Just like this.  
No. You have to dampen it with water, and then stick it on 
your arm. And then you pull it away.  
((rubs her cheeks with her two hands)) Like this. You do it 
like this. It‘s fun this way.  
These are for children to play with. And adults can play with 
them too. I have given these to children [as prizes] at school. 
There are now only a few left at home. Kids love 
Hamutailang ((a cartoon figure)) most. So later when you 
give a right answer, you can choose what you like, stickers or 
pencils. Because teacher [refers to herself] gives prizes at 
school, how can I not give prizes here? [If I did that at my 
other school,] the children would feel unhappy.  
 
In this excerpt, Ms. Huang introduces her second set of prizes—tattoo stickers. 
Lacking in an equivalent term in Hoklo, she switches to Mandarin, to refer to the stickers. 
She then explains how they are used. Meiyue‘s interjection with gestures showing how to 
use tattoo stickers is met with negation (line 8) and dismissal (line 12) from Ms. Huang. 
In this bit of interaction, Ms. Huang holds herself as a legitimate and authoritative figure 
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in the knowledge of children‘s toys and these elders as ignorant about tattoo stickers. She 
goes on to use the first type of infantalization discourse to equate elders with children: 
―These are for children to play with. And adults can play with them too.‖ Then she 
discloses that these tattoo stickers are leftovers from her elementary classroom. She 
stresses that children love the cartoon figure on these stickers, implying elders will like 
these stickers too because they are like children (This is the second type of infantalization 
discourse). In the next utterance, she switches back to the role-play frame, directly 
addressing elders as if they were children: ―So later when you give a right answer, you 
can choose what you like, stickers or pencils‖ (line 15-16), using the third type of 
infantalization discourse.  
Immediately thereafter, a metapragmatic discourse follows, in which she explains 
why she wanted to give gifts today, using the second type of infantalization discourse to 
indirectly equate elders with children: ―Because teacher [refers to herself] gives prizes at 
school, how can I not give prizes here? [If I did that at my other school,] the children 
would feel unhappy‖ (line 17-19). In the first utterance, ―…teacher gives presents at 
school, how can I not give you presents here?‖ she called herself ―teacher,‖ a term 
usually used by elementary or middle school teachers to refer to themselves. The self-
address term indexes the authority of teachers over students. Rarely did Ms. Huang use 
this term with her adult students. In this case, the use of the term suggests a carry-over of 
the previous role-play frame, which subsequently leaks into the rest of the utterance‘s 
literal frame through the contrasting of two place terms, ―at school‖ and ―here‖: 
―…teacher gives prizes at school, how can I not give you prizes here?‖ The first place 
term ―at school‖ refers to elementary school, and the second ―here,‖ to this adult literacy 
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class. The juxtaposition of these two terms signals that she has switched back to the 
literal frame with the second type of discourse, sending an implicit message that she has 
to give prizes here because the adult students here are just like elementary school students, 
who love prizes. She continues with this logic, but in a more subtle way, in the next 
utterance: ―[If I did that at my other school,] the children would feel unhappy,‖ implying 
that elders are like children, who would feel unhappy if they did not get prizes.  
Thus, through contextualization cues such as tattoo stickers and Spiderman 
pencils, Ms. Huang framed this tongue twister activity as an elementary school activity 
and assigned her adult students the social category of children. In addition, I have 
demonstrated through detailed analysis of Excerpt 23 that Ms. Huang‘s adoption of a 
role-play frame—that is, framing the adult literacy class as an elementary school class—
is interconnected with her other discourse strategies that directly or indirectly equate 
elders with children.  
With regard to students‘ response to the role-play, Meiyue was the only one in the 
elder group to cooperate in the frame. As discussed in Chapter 4, Meiyue had a strong 
learning identity and actively participated in all the elder classes that she attended. There 
was no exception in the childrearing course, or in the literacy course. In this case, we see 
Meiyue not only participating in the language activity itself, but also engaging in playing 
the role of an elementary school student. By contrast, other elders were disengaged—they 
sat quietly observing what was going on, without detectable emotions on their faces. 
Ostensibly, reciting the tongue twisters in Standard Mandarin was beyond their abilities. 
For example, Meijing vehemently resisted while being called on to perform the task, 
claiming, ―I am not able to speak‖ (line 20 in Excerpt 22). It is hard to know whether 
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their disengagement was a result of resistance to the infantalization or only frustration at 
being unable to perform the linguistic task.  
Similar to their reactions to the childrearing/family course, they became vocal 
about their resistance only in the interviews. For instance, a female elder, Gehui, was 
highly motivated in studying literacy in this class, but felt offended at being treated like a 
child. When asked how she felt about playing children‘s games, she responded, ―That‘s 
kids‘ stuff. She is now teaching adults. But she teaches as if she were teaching children. 
[…] We don‘t need those. What do we need those for? My purpose here is to study, to 
learn literacy. Those are not important.‖ In light of comments like this, the elders‘ 
disengagement in the elementary school frame is arguably an act of passive resistance as 
well as a sign of their frustration at performing the language skills. Given that the class 
was conceived and constructed as a community activity and that Director Chen and Ms. 
Huang‘s parents were also present in the class, disengagement was perhaps the only way 
to show their displeasure at being treated like children. 
Perhaps to make the language practice activities more interesting and exciting, Ms. 
Huang would frequently put the three groups of students into competition with one 
another and simultaneously frame these competitions as those often seen in elementary 
school classrooms. In Excerpt 24, she makes the three groups compete in pronouncing 
the phonemes, which she points to on the board. She frames this competition as an 
elementary school activity by rewarding the right answer with ―an apple,‖ drawn below 
the group number on the board. The group with the most apples wins the competition. 
Other contextualization cues contributing to this framing include particles (line 5-6; line 
31-32) and high-pitched speech (line 15), features typical of child-directed speech. Fast-
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paced speech (line 7; line 17-18) is also used to make the game, or competition, real and 
fierce. Note that in this excerpt, waiji peiou and the cheerleaders actively participate in 
the role-play, while the elder group—with the exception of Meiyue—feels threatened by 
the young Vietnamese mothers‘ performance and at the same time disengaged in the role-
play. 
Excerpt 24:  ―Little children like caterpillars the most.‖  
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Ms. Huang: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cheerleader:  
Ms. Huang:  
 
 
 
Elder: 
Ms. Huang:  
Vm1:  
Ms. Huang: 
 
Vm2 
Vm3:  
Ms. Huang:  
Vm1:  
Ms. Huang: 
Class:  
Jinming: 
Vm2: 
 
Ms. Huang: 
 
Cheerleader: 
Ms. Huang: 
 
 
Class: 
OK. Now I (.) ask you (.). I‘ll pick 10 phonetic symbols, and 
if you know how to read them, raise your hand to read to me. 
And we will divide into three groups. Let‘s see which group 
has the most apples. OK. ((writes 1 2 3 on the board)). First 
group, second group, third group, ↑Particle-hoN, apple 
↑Particle-hoN. If you know the answer, then raise your hand, 
particle-hoN, >all right< (..) ((points at one phonetic 
symbol)) How do you read this? 
Bo ((The student answers without raising her hand)) 
Oh, bo, very good (hh), Class leader‘s group got one point. 
An apple. ((draws an apple below 2)) OK, one more. We had 
one question already. ((T points at a phonetic symbol on the 
board)) How do you read this?  
fo.  
fo, ↑very good. fo fo, good.  
Wow, we do not have an [apple. 
[One more question. Oh, you do not have an apple. >Go, 
go!< OK.  
Can we eat the apple? 
I want to eat a pear (hh).  
How do you read this? ((points at one phonetic symbol)) (..) 
le.  
le, very good. [le.  
[((clap)).  
((To Vietnamese mothers)) Now you have an apple.  
I want to eat the apple. (hh) ((All Vietnamese mothers are 
talking unintelligibly and laughing)) 
OK. One more. How do you read this? ((points at a phonetic 
symbol)) 
a.  
a, great. One more apple. ↑Particle-o. ((Draws an apple 
below 2)) The class leader‘s group is great ↑Particle-o. 
Would you like a caterpillar in the apple? 
((laugh)) 
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Ms. Huang: 
Jinming: 
Vm1:  
 
Jinming: 
Meiyue:  
Vm2:  
Ms. Huang: 
 
 
 
 
Jinming: 
Meijing: 
Jinming: 
Meijing: 
Jinming: 
Meijing: 
 
 
 
 
 
Ms. Huang: 
 
Class: 
Ms. Huang: 
 
 
 
 
Meijing: 
Lichun: 
Little children like caterpillars the MOST.  
Scary caterpillars!  
The caterpillar had a bite. ((all Vietnamese mothers keep 
laughing)) 
That, that ca-, that apple is delicious.  
Nice texture (hh) 
That apple was eaten by the worm! 
Little children like caterpillars the MOST. OK. One more.  
((The competition continues. Ten turns later, each group win 
two apples. After eight more turns, the elder group still has 
only two apples, but the cheerleader group and the waiji 
peiou group each has three apples)) 
((To Meijing)) Come on, your group‘s turn to win. 
I am not literate. 
What? 
I am not literate. 
It‘s your turn to win. 
I don‘t want to.  
((The competition continues. The elder group does not get 
any more apples, while the cheerleader group and the waiji 
peiou tie with four apples each. Ms. Huang asks one more 
question to break the tie, and the cheerleader group gets the 
apple and wins first place.)) 
The second group won first place. The third group, second 
place, and the first group, third place (hh).  
((laughs and claps)) 
OK. You‘re all great. All are in first place. Now you know 
the phonemes. Next, let‘s learn how to combine the 
phonemes.  
((Side conversation between the two elders Meijing and 
Lichun.))  
They know every phoneme.  
They are now very young. Youths! How can we compete? 
We are not literate. How can we compete? 
 
A ―cheerleader‖ and one of the elders get the first questions right and win their 
respective groups an apple. Seeing this, the Vietnamese mothers comment and joke about 
their lack of apples for several turns, ―Wow, we do not have an apple,‖ ―Can we eat the 
apple?‖ and ―I want to eat a pear‖ (line 16-20). When they finally get the next question 
right and are rewarded with an apple, the class leader, Jinming, confirms their comment, 
saying ―Now you have an apple‖ (line 25). Then a Vietnamese mother continues with 
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their joking comments in the role-play, ―I want to eat the apple.‖ She speaks with laugher 
and other waiji peiou join her in laughter. When the cheerleader group gets one more 
answer right, Ms. Huang praises them, with articles inserted in her utterances, and asks 
them spontaneously, ―Would you like a caterpillar in the apple?‖ which elicits laughter 
from the whole class (line 33-34). Ms. Huang then adds, ―Little children like caterpillars 
the MOST.‖ In this turn, she switches to the second type of infantalization discourse to 
imply that the adult students are just like children and will like caterpillars the most too. 
Indeed, the students jointly play with the idea of having a caterpillar in the apple for 
several turns (line 36-41) ―Scary caterpillars!‖ ―The caterpillar had a bite.‖ ―That apple is 
delicious.‖ ―That apple was eaten by the worm!‖ Meiyue also joins them, adding ―Nice 
texture‖ and laughs. At the end of these joking exchanges, Ms. Huang stresses again, 
―Little children like caterpillars the MOST‖ (line 42) as if making a metapragmatic 
statement about what the students were just doing—they are elementary school students 
who have just exhibited how much they love the part of caterpillars in the game. 
 As in Excerpt 22, Meiyue was the only one from the elderly group to engage in 
the role-play, and the other elders were frustrated in the literal frame of competition. 
They might have known how to pronounce certain phonemes, but beating members of 
other groups in response speed was very difficult for them. While others were engaged in 
a discursive play of ―apple‖ and ―caterpillar,‖ they sat still, quietly observing. When they 
started to lose (the rest of the competition is not included in the excerpt), there was an 
interesting side conversation (line 47-50) between the class leader (Jinming) and Meijing, 
in which Jinming urged Meijing to answer, ―Come on, your group‘s turn to win,‖ but 
Meijing declined, stating, ―I am not literate‖ twice.  
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The competition ended with the cheerleader group taking the lead, the waiji peiou 
group, the second place, and the elder group, the third. This result evoked a side 
conversation between two female elders (line 66-68), in which they note the impact of 
age on performance. Meijing initiated with, ―They know every phoneme.‖ Lichun added, 
―They are now very young. Youths! How can we compete? We are not literate. How can 
we compete?‖ Ostensibly, the third person plural pronouns, ―they/them,‖ in both elders‘ 
utterances referred to the young Vietnamese mothers, and the first person plural ―we‖ 
was used to refer to themselves and others in their group—illiterate and uneducated 
elders. It is beyond the scope of this chapter to explore the different levels of attainment 
of Mandarin learning by the two groups, however, waiji peiou consistently performed 
better than the elders in all the competitions that Ms. Huang initiated. In other cases, 
elders remarked in side conversations before, during, or after the competition (e.g. ―They 
will definitely win. They are younger.‖ ―Of course young ladies will win.‖ ―They knew 
Mandarin before they got married and moved here.‖)63 In other words, the elders‘ self-
identity as ―illiterate‖ and ―uneducated‖ was solidified and reinforced in the literacy class 
when faced with their younger classmates.  
In sum, waiji peiou and the elders are consistently patronized and infantilized in 
both the childrearing course and the literacy course. The classroom practices and 
discourses converge with official discourses that regard elders and waiji peiou as non-
modern and as ―social children‖ for their lack of Mandarin abilities. In the meantime, 
these two groups respond in complex ways to negotiate and resist the social categories 
that are assigned to them. 
                                                 
63
 Training in basic Mandarin and Taiwanese culture has been included in the package of service offered by 
the transnational marriage agencies.  
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Chapter 8 
 
Conclusion 
 
 In this dissertation I examined Taiwanese elderly minority speakers‘ experiences 
of sociolinguistic marginalization over their life course, which has been under drastic 
sociopolitical changes in the past century and the transnational turn in the new 
millennium. Extending from my study on my grandmother, this research seeks to 
understand these historically-displaced subjects‘ communicative dilemmas and identity 
challenges brought about by their participation in contemporary communicative milieus. 
Adopting the theoretical and methodological perspectives in language socialization and 
language ideology, my analysis is grounded in the lived experience of these individuals 
through multiple levels of analysis, which include historical analysis of language policies 
and language ideologies, autobiographical narrative, official narrative, and classroom 
discourses. In this concluding chapter, I first summarize main findings across the chapters. 
Then I take a larger and more integrated look at the results, addressing intriguing findings, 
and indicating fruitful problems for future research. I organize the latter into three 
sections: 1) continuity and change: construct of elders in Taiwan; 2) Japanese-educated 
elders‘ ―colonial‖ nostalgia; and 3) toward a life-course perspective of language 
socialization in late adulthood.  
Throughout the analysis, I have shown that education, language, and literacy form 
an interconnected matrix that shape the life-course of today‘s Taiwanese elders. While 
the uneducated and illiterate elders have a strong aspiration for learning, they disclaim a 
learning identity. In contrast, the Japanese literate exhibit a strong learning identity 
associated with colonial modernity. These two groups, however, have to contend with the 
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social stereotype associated with their non-Mandarin speaking status. Under a Mandarin-
only ideology that links Mandarin with modernity, macro discourses that have actively 
mobilized the category of ―illiterate‖ to reference the older population—even those who 
were educated in the Japanese colonial period—are part and parcel of Taiwan‘s modern, 
global national identity.  
By demonstrating how these elderly women are treated, in official and public 
discourses and in face-to-face classroom interactions, as what I call ―social children‖ for 
their lack of Mandarin abilities, I argue that the adult literacy education that set out to 
―compensate‖ these women for their earlier lack of educational opportunity has 
paradoxically reinforced their marginalization. Furthermore, in recent years, they have 
become even more marginalized as the government has prioritized the literacy education 
of recent young female marriage immigrants from Southeast Asia, who are considered in 
charge of teaching the ―future sons and daughters of Taiwan.‖ This research demonstrates 
that language socialization is a contested and life-long process.  
In addition, this dissertation is the one of the few first in-depth ethnographic 
studies on the lives of the elderly in Taiwan. It also offers a firsthand glimpse into what 
happened in the adult literacy classroom. With multi-level analyses, I am able to show 
how ideologies of language, age, and race are interactively instantiated in the treatment of 
the elderly students and marriage immigrants in the classroom.  
Another important finding pertains to the gendered dimension of language 
socialization among this elderly population throughout their life span in Taiwan. In their 
formative years, education was only accessible to boys and/or elites. The girls who 
received a Japanese education in the colonial period represent the first generation of girls 
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to receive formal schooling in the Taiwanese history, but it was abruptly discontinued 
after 1945. In their senior years, when adult literacy classes are available, the 
overwhelming majority of the students are senior women. The finding that they are 
paradoxically marginalized again in the adult education seems to suggest that their 
linguistic marginalization is likely to be interconnected with their gender role. Future 
research is needed to further our understanding of this issue.  
   
Continuity and Change: Construct of Elders in Taiwan 
One of the most intriguing findings in this dissertation pertains to the society‘s 
construct of elders. On the one hand, traditional veneration of elders still exists: the 
elderly classes are meant for providing the elders who were deprived of education with a 
second chance of education in their senior years. This overt goal and ideology of elders 
are espoused by the central government, local government officials, Director Chen, Ms. 
Huang, etc. They genuinely desire to do something for the elders. However, the taken-for 
granted, naturalized Mandarin-only ideology has an impact on how the institutional setup 
and the instruction is carried out, to such an extent that the elderly students are 
paradoxically further marginalized in the institute of Mandarin education.   
Taiwanese elders‘ sociolinguistic predicament illustrates a fundamental paradox – 
namely, how the traditional values of veneration for elders as shown in the concept of 
filial piety is juxtaposed to the reality of the condescending treatment they received in the 
adult literacy classroom. How does it become possible that elders are treated as children?  
As I argued in Lin (2009), most Taiwanese elders are faced with twin dilemmas 
today: that their linguistic marginality is unique to their generation as a product of past 
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language and education policies and that traditional practices of filial piety have been 
transformed in modern society. Whereas traditionally respecting and obeying elders‘ 
wishes was an important facet of the cultural notion of filial piety, today, caring for the 
material and physical needs of elders has subsumed attending to their other needs, such as 
communication. This need is particularly pertinent for Taiwanese elders who have been 
―left behind‖ speaking only Hoklo.  
This study further suggests that the naturalized, normalized ideology associated 
with Mandarin eclipse the social actor‘s consciousness. Thus the belief that elders are still 
venerated masks the fact that they are patronized in the Mandarin education.  
Further, one of the most intriguing findings is that not only elders are treated, 
together with young marriage immigrants, as children in the speech chain network 
associated with adult literacy education, including face-to-face classroom interactions 
(Chapters 6 and 7), but also they are viewed as less important than the latter in the 
government‘s provision of literacy education. I have argued that the future-oriented 
ideology of modernity associated with Mandarin in recent years provides a clue to 
understanding this intriguing emergent phenomenon. Future research can address such 
fruitful problems as how the tension (along the lines of ethnicity, age, language) and 
mutual socialization unfolds between the young and old groups in the literacy class.  
 
Japanese-Educated Elders’ “Colonial” Nostalgia 
Another particularly intriguing finding in this research pertains to the Japanese-
speaking generation‘s nostalgia for or affinity towards the Japanese language and culture 
(see Chapter 4). On the surface, it may seem peculiar that one would have positive 
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feelings for one‘s former colonizers. In order to understand this phenomenon and its 
interconnection with the language socialization of these elders in contemporary Taiwan, I 
found it necessary to trace the sociolinguistic history of Japanese in Taiwan (see Chapter 
2). Current sociolinguistic studies on Taiwan have tended to focus on Mandarin and 
Hoklo. We know very little about the changing vitality and status of the Japanese 
language in Taiwan over the past century. Taiwan provides an interesting and unique case 
for sociolinguistic studies in that unlike other colonial languages, which later become the 
dominant or prestige languages in the colonies, Japanese and its speakers are erased and 
stigmatized in the post-colonial era in Taiwan.  
On the other hand, along with the localization and democracy movement since the 
1980s and the transfer of power from the KMT to the DPP in 2000, what was previously 
interpreted as a national shame, in official discourses and by wai-sheng-ren (people who 
moved to Taiwan with Chiang Kai-Shek in 1949), at the hands of the Japanese colonizers 
is now redefined as ―an era in which Taiwan achieves modernity and prosperity‖ (Taylor, 
2005, p. 166) by the Taiwanshi
64
 (Taiwan history) scholars. In addition, ben-sheng-ren‘s 
affinity towards Japan, for the first time, after the end of World War II, received scholarly 
attention. As a local scholar put it, ―Finally, the moment has arrived for Taiwanese 
society to confront Japanese colonization and its long lasting impacts‖ (Chen, 2002b, p. 
240).  
The literature on Taiwanese elders‘ nostalgic sentiment and positive attitude 
towards Japan has mainly focused on historizing and contextualizing the configuration of 
                                                 
64
 The historiography orchestrated by the KMT regime called guoshi (national history) interpreted the 
Japanese colonial period in line with its Chinese nationalist ideology. Scholars of a new discipline, 
Taiwanshi (Taiwan history), formed in the 1990s along with the nativist movement, set themselves apart 
from the guoshi scholars. Japanese colonialism has come to be the focus of this field because it is believed 
to represent an experience that differentiates Taiwan from China (Taylor, 2005). 
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such feeling particularly in the early post-war era. Raymond Williams‘ (1977) notion of 
―structure of feeling‖ is the chief theoretical lens through which several scholars explicate 
this intriguing phenomenon (e.g. Chen, 2002a, 2002b; Lee, 2004). Others, if not directly 
applying Williams‘ concept, implicitly allude to this line of reasoning (e.g. Huang, 1999; 
Peng-er & Chong, 2004; Lin, 2005). In short, the specificities of the sociopolitical 
conditions in colonial and postwar Taiwan are claimed to ―structure‖ these older 
Taiwanese‘s feeling. Specifically, the literature converges on two interconnected factors 
in structuring the elders‘ pro-Japan feelings: colonial modernity and disappointment at 
KMT. Namely, the ―pull‖ force of colonial modernity and the ―push‖ force of KMT‘s 
oppression and corruption have been held as the two primary causes for the Japanese-
speaking generation‘s nostalgic sentiment towards its ex-colonizer, Japan.  
The findings in this research suggest additional and alternative interpretations for 
such sentiment and provide clues to rethink the language socialization these elders 
experienced in their childhood. To begin with, as Taiwanese elders‘ disappointment at 
and dissatisfaction with the ―successor colonialism‖ imposed by the KMT authoritarian 
regime have been claimed as the primary cause for their positive attitudes toward the 
former colonizer, Japan, one may, therefore, conclude that pro-Japan attitude is always 
couched in an anti-KMT stance. However, the fact that a significant number of elders that 
I encountered in Sunset Mountain have a pro-KMT political attitude suggests something 
else. Their nostalgia discourses are not accompanied by criticism on KMT. In fact, rarely 
do they compare KMT with Japan on the issue of modernity; neither do they complain 
about KMT‘s discriminatory measures against Taiwanese. They can simultaneously 
engage in discursive and bodily practices of nostalgia for the Japanese period and 
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participate in KMT‘s political rallies and cast their votes for KMT candidates in elections. 
This suggests that their memories of the ―good old days‖ do not necessarily function as a 
critique on the KMT.  
Based on the findings reported in previous chapters, I offer several possible 
explanations for the pro-Japan sentiment. First, as shown in chapters 4 and 5, education, 
or lack thereof, plays an integral part in Taiwanese elders‘ identity construction.  
Although they are conflated as illiterate, the distinction between the educated and the 
uneducated is highly salient between these two groups.  
A particularly relevant and important finding in this study is that education during 
the colonization period marks the now elderly women the first generation in Taiwanese 
history to receive an education, which happened to be provided by the colonizers. This 
fact, I argue, plays an important role in the Japanese speaking generation‘s nostalgia for 
Japan because this rare opportunity of education was abruptly discontinued and they in 
effect became ―illiterate‖ overnight after 1945. 
This implies that their pro-Japan feelings are not necessarily dictated by the past, 
or remnants of the past, but a necessary active activation for the present, when they are 
not only positioned lower in the sociolinguistic hierarchy than the younger Mandarin-
speaking generation, but conflated with their illiterate peers, with their Japanese language 
ability and education rendered invisible.  
However, current studies have paid little attention to the here-and-now ―acts‖ of 
the elders‘ remembering and their connections with identities. I argue that the meanings 
of nostalgic narratives cannot be fully understood without taking note of the pragmatic 
dimension of these acts. In other words, in analyzing Taiwanese elders‘ discourse of 
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nostalgia, besides the content of the narratives, what the act of recounting can ―do‖ for 
the elders is a rich site for further research. By directing our attention away from elders as 
being ―structured‖ to be nostalgic for the irretrievable, possibly idealized, past, we are 
able to see the elders as creatively using their linguistic and cultural capital cultivated in 
the ―Japanese period‖ in their present life. As shown in Chapter 4, Meiyue evokes her 
Japanese educated identity, positioning herself vis-à-vis the younger Mandarin-speaking 
generation and her illiterate peers.   
Second, many of the elders in Sunset Mountain are not unaware of discriminatory 
policies by the Japanese; however, their lived experience in the Japanese primary school 
is, as shown in Meiyue‘s narrative, connected with a social universe filled with loving, 
devoted teachers and hard-working students. They did not experience oppression in their 
lived experience within the school. I posit that the elders‘ interpretive framework for their 
childhood socialization experiences within the Japanese primary schools is derived from 
their interpersonal interactions with the Japanese teachers, not with the colonial 
government.  
 For example, among the nostalgic discourses are the elders‘ fond memories of 
their Japanese teachers and their continuing contact with the teachers. These memories 
were charged with emotions, as one elder told me, ―When my sister and I visited Japan, 
we made an effort to visit our teacher. And when we learned that he was heavily ill, we 
cried and cried. And we promised to come back to see him when he is better.‖ What is 
revealed in numerous stories like this is the intimate relationship they established with 
their teachers. The ―colonial government‖ was too far away to even register as a name in 
their memories. That period is never recalled as a ―colonial period‖ (殖民時代, jit min si 
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tai), but just as ―Japanese period‖ (日本時代, jit bun si tai) among the ordinary elders. 
Even though social elites and intellectuals recognize Japan as a colonial regime, they 
differentiate the colonial government from the ordinary Japanese people. As commented 
by a Taiwanese anthropologist Liu Wan-zhi, who was educated in the Japanese period, 
―Because of colonialism, the government of course was bad, but the Japanese people 
were very nice.‖ (quoted in 鈴木滿男, 2002, p. 189). In a word, attention directed to the 
interpersonal experiences and connections is needed to compensate for the oversimplified 
explanation of ―structure of feeling‖ and offer a possible explanation for some elders‘ 
coexisting pro-Japan and pro-KMT attitude.   
Finally, from a language socialization perspective, one might argue that their 
nostalgia was illustrative of the ―successful‖ language socialization in the Japanese 
primary school in that it has not only a long-lasting impact on this Japanese speaking 
generation, but also the kind of impact intended by the then colonizers on the then 
Taiwanese children—to become loyal ―imperial subjects.‖ But in doing so, we deny these 
elders‘ agency and overlook that their identity is closely linked to both their past and their 
present. As argued above, the elders creatively use their linguistic and cultural capital 
cultivated in the ―Japanese period‖ in their present life to position themselves in a 
positive light.  
 
Toward a Life-course Perspective of Language Socialization in Late Adulthood 
 
As a pioneering study on language socialization in late adulthood, this study 
demonstrates that language socialization is a lifelong process. At the same time, this 
study also invites the question of how to best study language socialization in late 
 185 
adulthood. How might it be different from studying the language socialization of young 
children? One important conceptual and methodological difference seems to be the issue 
of history, both personal and public. I have demonstrated that both biography and social 
history are integral to the analysis of how the socialization process unfolds in the elders‘ 
life today and how individuals contextualize the socialization processes in light of 
personal history and public history.   
In addition, history is especially pertinent in analyzing the language socialization 
of a historically-displaced population who has experienced radical shifts of language 
policies and ideologies over their life course. Furthermore, as language ideology scholars 
have noted, language ideologies are not timeless. They arise in historical contingencies 
and are naturalized through semiotic processes (Irvine & Gal, 2000). Attending to history 
allows for the extrication of semiotic and social processes of ideological formation. Only 
seen from historical perspective can we see the sociopolitical aspect of otherwise 
naturalized, taken-for-granted ideas or practices of language and language use.  
Such a historical perspective accords well with recent development in critical 
gerontology that advocates a life-course perspective (Bengtson, Elder, & Putney, 2005; 
Neilson, 2003). This perspective views aging as part of a life-in-process. Life passes 
through a series of phases, transitions, and trajectories, together with structure 
interruptions and social changes. Such a vision of aging provides a powerful means of 
describing the inter-contextual and intertemporal processes by which historical, 
sociocultural, and biological factors interweave to construct the various phases, 
transitions, and trajectories of a person‘s life (Neilson, pp. 168-9). The life-course 
perspective on aging sensitizes researchers to the fundamental importance of historical 
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conditions/contingencies and its interconnections with the aging processes. Instead of 
looking at age as a stage of the development, one needs to take into consideration the 
enmeshing of one‘s biography and the larger history (Bengtson, Elder, & Putney, 2005).  
This perspective is particularly relevant for an age cohort who has experienced 
major historical events or sociopolitical changes. Large historical events ―create 
opportunities and constraints that circumscribe choices and behaviors and can change the 
directions of lives‖ (Bengtson, Elder, & Putney, 2005, p. 494). For example, following 
individuals growing up in the Great Depression, Elder‘s (1974) Children of the Great 
Depression illustrates the profound effects of life experience from the 1920s and the late 
1930s on human development, not only in youth but throughout the adult life course. 
My findings in this research strongly suggest a similar life-course perspective. My 
findings suggest that analysts need to trace the trajectories that the elders traverse through 
their life course in order to fully appreciate the socialization process as observed. In 
addition, personal history and public history are not only relevant background contexts 
wherein the socialization unfolds, but an object of contextualization ( Bauman & Briggs, 
1990) that is activated by the participants. Thus, methodologically, life history interviews 
and analysis of relevant historical development over their lifetime become an integral part 
of the research.   
In conclusion, I believe that my findings point strongly to the need for further 
exploration of language socialization in late adulthood, and in particular in multilingual 
contexts characterized by language shift and rapid sociopolitical changes. Such work will 
need to grapple with the methodological problem of how to study language socialization 
in late adulthood, how to conceive the macro, and incorporate the macro into the analysis. 
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